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Executive Summary
The National Transgender Discrimination Survey (NTDS) examined the  
experiences of over 6,400 transgender adults across the United States in 2008-2009. 
To date, it remains the largest reported survey of transgender people in the US. 1 The 
NTDS found that transgender people overall experience high levels of discrimination 
in every area of life, as well as high levels of poverty, unemployment, homelessness, 
negative interactions with police, incarceration, and violent victimization. As a result, 
many transgender people participate in the sex trade in order to earn income or as 
an alternative to relying on homeless shelters and food banks. The criminalizing 
and stigmatizing of sex work in the United States can worsen the discrimination 
and marginalization that transgender people already face in society. Trans sex 
workers experience harassment and violence, often at the hands of police, and these 
experiences are heightened for transgender people of color, especially women.   

K E Y  F I N D I N G S

Black and Black Multiracial NTDS respondents had the highest rate of sex trade 
participation overall (39.9%), followed by those who identified as Hispanic or Latino/a 
(33.2%). Those who identified as “White only” had the lowest rate of participation at 
6.3%. 
 
Transfeminine NTDS respondents were twice as likely to participate in the sex trade 
compared to transmasculine respondents (13.1% vs. 7.1%)

Education
Those who expressed 
their transgender 
identity while 
attending grades k-12 
reported substantial 
negative experiences 
in educational settings. 

Of sex trade participants 
experienced problems in K–12 and 
76.8% reported harassment. 

Reported physical assault and 
23.2% reported sexual assault in 
school due to bias .

Left school due to harassment 
(vs. 10.8% of non-sex workers). 

83.2%

51.2%
26.1% 
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694 NTDS respondents—10.8% of the overall survey—reported having par-
ticipated in sex work and 135 NTDS respondents (an additional 2.3%) indi-
cated that they had traded sex for rent or a place to stay.



An overwhelming majority (69.3%) of sex workers reported experiencing an adverse job outcome in 
the traditional workforce, such as being denied a job or promotion or being fired because of their 
gender identity or expression (vs. 44.7% of non-sex workers). Those who lost a job due to anti-
transgender bias were almost three times as likely to engage in the sex trade (19.9% vs. 7.7%). 
 
Current unemployment rates were dramatically higher for those who reported involvement in the 
sex trade (25.1%) compared to those who were not (12.4%). 
 
Transgender sex workers were more than twice as likely to live in extreme poverty (under $10,000/
year) than those who hadn’t participated (30.8% vs. 13.3%) and were  less likely to be higher income 
earners, only 22.1% reported household income over $50,000/year (compared to 43.4% of non-
participants).  

Those who had ever been involved in the sex trade experienced substantially higher rates of 
homelessness; 48.1% reported experiencing homelessness at some point in their lives (compared to 
14.2% of non-sex workers). 

Transgender sex workers reported high levels of interaction with the police (79.1%). They also 
indicated that they were somewhat uncomfortable (26.3%) or very uncomfortable (31.8%) seeking 
help from the police.  
 
Of those who have appeared in court, transgender people engaged in the sex trade were also more 
likely to report biased treatment by judges and court staff (39.6% vs. 15.5% of non-sex workers). 

They also report mistreatment (64.1%), as well as physical (12.9%) and sexual (9.2%) assault at the 
hands of the police.

Rates of arrest and incarceration varied significantly by race and gender for transgender sex 
workers: People of color were more than twice as likely (46.8%) than their white counterparts 
(18.3%) to report being “arrested for being trans.” Similarly, 58.8% of people of color and 35.2% of 
respondents reported being sent to jail/prison “for any reason.”

Employment

Housing Insecurity

Police & Court Interaction

Were denied access to a shelter (vs. 
17.5% of non-sex workers).

Were thrown out of a shelter (vs. 
12.9% of non-sex workers).

Were harassed by staff (vs. 39.1% of 
non-sex workers).

Were physically assaulted and 
35.4% were sexually assaulted by 
staff.

39.5%
35.3%
64.5%
37.3%

When trying to access 
homeless shelters, 
transgender sex 
workers were denied 
fair treatment more 
often than other 
transgender people: 

5



Those with experience in the sex trade were more likely to use the emergency room or low-cost 
clinics than other survey respondents and 32.9% reported being uninsured entirely (vs. 17.5% of 
non-sex workers). 
 
For sex trade-involved respondents, mistreatment was common in medical settings: 47.9% reported 
harassment and 28.9% were refused treatment by medical providers. Mistreatment was consistently 
higher for those with sex trade experience across all medical settings, especially in the ER and rape 
crisis centers.  
 
Transgender respondents involved in the sex trade were more likely to have a physical or mental 
health disability (40.2% vs. 28.3% of non-sex workers). 

Respondents who had done sex work reported higher rates of daily tobacco use (32.5% vs 17.4% of 
non-sex workers) and were more likely to say they use drugs or alcohol to cope with discrimination  
(18.2% vs. 6.7% of non-sex workers). 
 
60.4% of survey respondents in the sex trade reported that they had attempted suicide, significantly 
higher than the attempted suicide rate of non-sex worker survey respondents overall (38.2%).  
 
Transgender men who had participated in the sex trade had the most substantial increase in suicide 
attempts (75.5% vs. 44.3% of non-sex workers).  

Health Care & HIV Status

Mental Health & Suicide

Were harassed by corrections staff.

corrections staff also denied access 
to hormones (24.9%) and medical care 
(17.1%). 
Incarcerated sex workers were all 
subject to physical assault by other 
inmates (26.9%) and officers/staff 
(13.5%). 
Reported that they were sexually 
assaulted by a prison officer. 

52.6%
29.4%
26.9%

10.7%

HIV rates among 
transgender people 
with sex trade 
experience were 
alarmingly high.

Said they were HIV+ overall, compared to 1.2% 
of non-sex workers from the survey.

Did not know their HIV status. 

Of people of color with experience in the 
sex trade were HIV+ (vs. 3.2% of non-sex 
workers). 
Of Black and Black multiracial respondents 
said they were HIV+ (vs.  7.0% of non-sex 
workers). 

15.3%
9.9%

25.9%
40.6% 
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Once incarcerated, 
transgender sex 
workers experience 
discrimination and 
violence at the hands 
of other inmates, as 
well as prison officers 
and staff. 



BackgroundPART 1
I N T R O D U C T I O N

The previously published report, Injustice at Every Turn: A Report of the National 
Transgender Discrimination Survey (NTDS), documented devastating effects of 
anti-transgender bias experienced by transgender and gender non-conforming 
people (hereinafter transgender people) in the United States. Survey participants 
reported pervasive discrimination, but the combination of anti-transgender bias 
and persistent, structural racism was shown to be especially devastating. 2  
 
A vast majority of NTDS participants reported harassment, mistreatment, or 
discrimination in education and employment settings. 3 At the time of the survey, 
respondents revealed that they experienced unemployment at twice the rate of 
the general population, and were four times more likely to live in extreme poverty 
($10,000 annually or less per household). 4    

For many transgender people, the sex trade can offer greater autonomy and financial stability 
compared to more traditional workplaces, with few barriers to entry. However, economic 
insecurity and material deprivation can increase one’s vulnerability to harm and decrease the 
ability to make self-determined choices.  
 
Involvement in the sex trade remains highly stigmatized and stigma is compounded by other 
forms of discrimination, such as race, gender identity or expression, and class. People of color, 
immigrants, those engaged in outdoor sex work, and youth face the highest rates of police 
abuse and harassment, institutional discrimination, and violence. 5 The consequences of stigma, 
targeted policing, and poor physical and mental health outcomes weigh heavily on already 
vulnerable communities.

Commercial sex exists in a variety of forms and legal frameworks. The exact degree of 
criminalization is based on type of work, jurisdiction, and law enforcement practices on the 
street. All forms of having sex for payment are illegal in the United States, with the exception of 
brothels in certain parts of the state of  Nevada. 6 Soliciting a person to engage in sexual activities 
for payment, and operating a “house of prostitution” are also illegal. Depending on state law, a 
person offering sexual services, a person seeking them, and any third party facilitator can all be 
prosecuted under various statutes.  Though such laws fall largely under the legal jurisdiction of 

Understanding Commercial Sex & 
Legality
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WHAT IS SEX WORK?

“Sex work” is a broad term used 
to describe exchanges of sex 
or sexual activity. Sex work is 
also used as a non-stigmatizing 
term for “prostitution,” but in 
this report we use the term in 
its broader meaning. Using the 
term “sex work” reinforces the 
idea that sex work is work and 
allows for greater discussion 
of labor rights and conditions.

Not every person in the sex 
trade defines themselves as 
a sex worker or their sexual 
exchange as work. Some may 
not regard what they do as 
labor at all, but simply a means 
to get what they need. Others 
may be operating within legal 
working conditions, such as 
pornography or exotic dancing, 
and wish to avoid the negative 
associations with illegal or 
informal forms of sex work. 

In addition to the exchange 
of money for sexual services, 
a person may exchange sex or 
sexual activity, or things they 
need or want, such as food, 
housing, hormones, drugs, gifts, 
or other resources. “Survival 
sex” is a term used by many 
non-profit organizations and 
researchers to describe trading 
of sex for survival needs. 

states and localities, federal laws also criminalize 
commercial sex, as it relates to interstate commerce. 

Over the past decade, the federal government 
has significantly increased its involvement in the 
policing of sex workers and clients in the name of 
fighting human trafficking. The Trafficking Victims 
Protection Act was passed into law in 2000 and, 
more recently, was reauthorized and expanded 
as part of the Violence Against Women 
Reauthorization Act 2013. 7  This law awards 
multimillion dollar block grants by region to 
government and non-government entities for their 
participation in federal anti-trafficking efforts. 8  A 
surge of activity at the federal level has, in turn, 
spurred states and localities to pass a bevy of laws 
aimed at addressing instances of forced or coercive 
involvement in commercial sex, or simply at further 
criminalizing prostitution in general. 9  
 
Human trafficking in the sex trade, often referred 
to as “sex trafficking,” is defined in federal law as 
“commercial sex act is induced by force, fraud, 
or coercion, or in which the person induced to 
perform such act has not attained 18 years of age.” 10 
Some advocates and lawmakers have erroneously 
used the term “sex trafficking” synonymously with 
prostitution. Conflating the two has led federal, 
state, and local governments to focus on efforts 
to “end demand” for human trafficking in the sex 
sector by cracking down on commercial sex in its 
entirety, rather than seeking to address only those 
cases where force, fraud, or coercion are present. 11 

 National campaigns to rescue minors or trafficking 
victims are primarily pursued via street sweeps 
and brothel raids which result in the arrests 
and mistreatment of adult sex workers.12 The 
overall effect of these efforts is an increase in 
criminalization, bringing the concomitant problems 
for transgender communities. 13 While “end demand” 
approaches harm sex workers by making it more 
difficult to screen and select safe clients, these 
efforts can have particularly harmful effects on 
trans sex workers. For example, as part of “end 
demand” campaigns in Chicago, Black transgender 
women arrested for solicitation were subject to 
felony charges and higher fines, and had their mug 
shots posted online as “johns” who were supposedly 
soliciting prostitution. 14 
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WHAT IS  THE SEX TRADE?

The term “sex industry” suggests an 
organized system of sexual exchange, 
which is not always the case when people 
are trading sexual services. The terms 
“sex trade” or “sex trades” remain more 
open, emphasizing the exchange aspect of 
these activities, while still allowing for 
both formal and informal conditions. 

Other terms with similar meanings 
include sexual exchange, transactional 
sex, and commercial sex. Activities that 
fall within the realm of commercial sex 
may be formal, such as dancing at a strip 
club or working at a brothel, or may be 
more informal, such as soliciting clients 
at a bar or trading sex on occasion to 
supplement income.

In jurisdictions outside the United States where sex work is decriminalized, sex workers have 
greater access to health and social services and are less likely to be victims of violence or 
coercion.15 Support for decriminalization is growing and recently, Amnesty International voted 
to adopt a policy to protect the human rights of sex workers. 16 The resolution recommends 
developing a policy that supports the full decriminalization of all aspects of consensual sex work 
and that provides equal legal protections for sex workers, following similar recommendations put 
forth by the World Health Organisation and UNAIDS. 17 Further, several national LGBT-focused 
organizations, including the National Center for Transgender Equality, spoke out via a cosigned 
letter in support of Amnesty International and committed to working with them to “replace laws 
that criminalize sex work with public policies that address sex workers’ real economic and safety 
needs.” 18 These developments illustrate that the push for the decriminalization of sex work in the 
United States is working to gain traction.  

Transgender people experience multiple 
layers of criminalization, such as 
police profiling and the enforcement 
of “prostitution free zones.” 19 Police 
may classify an individual as a “known 
prostitute” or issue “stay away orders” 
which associate a physical location with 
a presumption of criminal activity, 
regardless of the legitimate, non-criminal 
reasons a person might have for being 
in an area. Profiling, particularly of 
transgender women of color, is commonly 
referred to as “walking while trans” 
or “walking while Black.” 20 Aside from 
solicitation, police also arrest transgender 
individuals accused of involvement in 
commercial sex with seemingly unrelated 
charges such as “failure to obey” or 
“disorderly conduct.” 21   
 

Police Tactics, 
Harassment, & 
Arrests

Police confiscation of condoms and the use of condoms as the basis for arrest have negatively 
impacted the health of transgender people throughout the United States. 22 Law enforcement 
confiscation of condoms from transgender people involved, or assumed to be involved, in 
commercial sex puts them at risk not only for HIV infection but also for charges of criminal 
HIV exposure. In at least 35 states, people who are HIV positive can be singled out for criminal 
prosecution or enhanced sentences. 23 A 2012 report conducted by the PROS (Providers and 
Resources Offering Services for Sex Workers) Network found that about half of all respondents 
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reported that police had confiscated, damaged, or destroyed their condoms; 67% reported that 
police destroyed condoms they were carrying solely as a means of harassment, without making 
an arrest. 24 Research in other cities has found this pattern as well, in addition to widespread fear 
among transgender communities that carrying condoms would lead to arrest. 25 Yet transgender 
women, who are most often targeted by these practices, are also at high risk of contracting HIV.26 
According to the PROS study, 75% percent of transgender women surveyed reported that they 
carried no condoms for fear of police. 27 
 
Studies from around the country reveal persistent police use of profiling to harass, and falsely or 
selectively arrest based on race and gender presentation. One-fifth (22%) of respondents to NTDS 
who have interacted with the police have reported harassment by police due to bias; respondents 
of color reported substantially higher rates (29-38%). 28 The National Coalition of Anti-Violence 
Projects has also noted that transgender people of color are 6.2 times as likely to experience police 
violence compared to other survey respondents. 29 Transgender respondents were also more likely 
to report experiencing inappropriate touching, sexual harassment, humiliation and violence at 
the hands of police officers. 30 A study of transgender community members in Queens, New York, 
who were largely people of color and immigrants, found 51% experiencing verbal harassment, 
46% reporting physical harassment and 37% experiencing both. 31 Similarly, in a study of 220 
transgender Latina women living in Los Angeles, almost 60% of women believed they were stopped 
without having violated any law. 32   
 
In interviews conducted by the Center for Constitutional Rights,  young women described being 
targeted by police for their gender and sexuality, including appearing too “masculine” in their 
presentation. 33 Police mistreatment manifested in a variety of ways, from being groped in order to 
“determine their gender,” to being accused of having “fake” identity documents when the gender 
marker did not match the person’s gender presentation, to being extorted for sex under threat of 
arrest. 34 Other studies reported that police have publicly removed wigs from transgender 
women and stomped on them. 35 
 
Investigations by the US Department of Justice of the New Orleans Police Department and 
the Puerto Rico Police Department both found biased policing of transgender communities—
specifically targeting transgender women of color as suspected sex workers, as well as hostility to 
transgender victims of violence. Consent decrees in these jurisdictions required changes in policies 
toward transgender people. 36 In some jurisdictions such as Louisiana, transgender sex workers 
have been specifically have been targeted under unconstitutional sodomy or “crimes against nature” 
laws that can lead to harsher penalties and sex offender registration. 38 
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# B L A C K T R A N S L I V E S M AT T E R 
#BlackLivesMatter is a chapter-based, national organization that is rooted in racial 
and social justice and the affirmation of the importance of Black lives. It was 
started in response to the murder of Trayvon Martin, an unarmed Black teenager, 
by George Zimmerman, who was acquitted for his crime. In the years following, 
#BlackLivesMatter has brought attention to countless cases of police brutality 
against people of color, many of whom committed no crime, many of whom were 
unarmed, many of whom died as a result of the assault.  
 
Related to this injustice is the ongoing murders and epidemic of violence targeted 
at transgender women, especially women of color. This past year, 2015, has been 
a year of unthinkable violence. In 2015 the number of trans women who have been 
attacked and murdered climbs by the week. The hashtag #BlackTransLivesMatter 
was created as a way to center the experiences of Black trans women and 
mobilize around the ongoing violence against them. #BlackTransLivesMatter and 
#BlackLivesMatter have formed a partnership to elevate the conversation around 
social and institutional violence, including the ways that Black trans people 
are disproportionately and uniquely affected.   
 
The current landscape in the United States fosters a culture of violence and fear for 
Black and transgender people. Transgender women of color, who are far more likely 
to engage in the sex trade then their white counterparts, live at the intersection 
of this devastating violence and systemic transphobia. There is an ever-growing, 
brilliant body of work that explores these issues and they are invaluable to the 
context of this analysis.38 
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Findings PART 2

This report utilizes data collected through the National Transgender Discrimination Survey (NTDS) 
conducted and published by the National Center for Transgender Equality (NCTE) and the National 
LGBTQ Task Force (the Task Force). In 2008-09, the Task Force and NCTE launched a nationwide 
study of anti-transgender discrimination in the United States. 39 Over a six-month period, 6,456 
transgender and gender nonconforming people answered a 70 question survey, in English or 
Spanish, online or on paper, reporting on their experiences of discrimination and abuse at home, 
in school, the public sphere, and in the workplace, as well as with landlords, doctors, and public 
officials, including judges and police. 40 The initial findings were released in 2011. Information 
presented in this section is based on a more thorough quantitative analysis of the raw data set that 
focuses on respondents’ involvement in the sex trade. 41 
 

IF YOU HAVE EVER WORKED FOR PAY 
IN THE STREET ECONOMY, PLEASE 
CHECK ALL ACTIVITIES IN WHICH YOU 
HAVE ENGAGED. 42  

___Sex work/sex industry  
___Drug sales  
___Other, please specify 
___Not applicable. I have never worked for pay in 
the street economy.  

 
The main limitation of this data is that the stigma associated with sex work, as well as the 
respondents’ own definition of “sex work/sex industry,” may have an impact on the number of 
people that answered as having participated. 43 Legal employment in the sex industry may not be 
correlated with the same vulnerabilities of criminalized work, but is not without risk and possesses a 
comparable set of challenges. Since there was not an option to distinguish the legality of work in this 
report, any survey respondent who self-identified as participating in sex industry (hereinafter, the 
sex trade) is included in our analysis of demographics and outcomes. 
 
All reported comparisons in this report are statistically significant, unless otherwise noted.44 It 
is important to note that, in this analysis, correlation does not imply causation. We don’t know 
whether disparities found are driven by the hazards faced by sex workers, or are related to each 
other. For example, we don’t know if transgender sex workers experience worse treatment in health 
care in part because they are more likely to be low-income. The experience of transgender people 
is shaped by multiple factors and their interactions are complex. We did not control for all of these 
factors and thus, the variables that make sex work the best option for many people may themselves 
be correlated to some of the negative outcomes we find.

Methodology

The basis of this 
report is formed on 
the respondents’ 
answers to Question 
29 (Q29), which was 
asked as follows:  

29.
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Demographics
In our analysis, 694 survey respondents—10.8% of overall NTDS respondents — reported having 
participated in sex work. 45 Further, respondents were asked if they ever traded sex for rent or a place 
to stay — an additional 2.3% of respondents (n=135) indicated that they had done so. Combining 
these two measures, 12.8% of participants (n=829) reported engaging in the sex trade or trading 
sex for access to housing. The reported results are only based on those who indicated that they had 
experience in the sex trade on question 29.
  
Family rejection more than doubled the likelihood that a respondent participated in the sex trade. 

45 

Respondents who had experienced adverse job outcomes, such as job loss or demotion, as a result of 
their transgender status, reported much higher involvement in the sex trade than those who had not 
(16.3% vs. 6.5%). Forty-eight percent (48.1%) of those who had done sex work also reported 
experiencing homelessness due to bias, compared to 14.2% of NTDS respondents who hadn’t been 
involved in the sex trade. Approximately 7.4% of the general population has experienced 
homelessness. 47

GENDER

Transfeminine 
respondents were twice 
as likely to participate 
in the sex trade 
compared 
to transmasculine 
respondents (13.1% 
vs. 7.1%). 48 However, 
transmasculine 
respondents comprised 
26.4% of all sex trade 
participants. While 
most discussions of sex 
work and trans people 
focus on transgender 
women, this finding 
shows that many 
transmasculine people 
are engaged in the sex 
trade.  

Chart 1: Participation in the Sex Trade, by 
Gender Identity 
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Chart 2: Participation in the Sex 
Trade, by Race/Ethnicity 

participation in the sex trade among People of Color 

RACE & ETHNICITY

People of color were four 
times as likely to engage in 
sex work compared to their 
white counterparts (24.4% 
vs. 6.3%). High participation 
in the sex trade by racial 
and ethnic minorities aligns 
with other findings from 
NTDS, which show that trans 
people of color experience 
higher levels of poverty, 
unemployment, homelessness, 
job and housing, and 
incarceration. 50 

Rates of participation in the sex trade varied dramatically across different racial and 
ethnic identities. Black and Black Multiracial respondents had the highest rate of 
sex trade participation overall (39.9%), followed by those who identified as Hispanic 
or Latino/a (33.2%). 49 Those who identified as “only White” had the lowest rate of 
participation at 6.3%, although they comprised the largest group of self-reported sex 
workers in this sample. 

All People of Color 
(387)

White only  
(307)

Black and Black Multiracial   
(155)

**Of the entire survey sample, only five respondents identified as Arab or Middle Eastern solely. 

39.9%

24.4%

Black only (128)

American Indian or Alaskan Native Only (15)

Hispanic or Latino Only (72)

Asian or Pacific Islander Only  (15)

Bi- or Multi-racial  (151)

Arab or Middle Eastern Only**  (0)

44.1%

33.2%

0%
12.6%

11.0%

18.3%

14
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Education, Employment, & Income 
Many transgender people find themselves in dire economic situations due to the combination of 
discrimination in education and the workplace. 51 Engaging in underground work is sometimes a 
necessary and vital means of survival for many when they lack steady income or access to living 
wages.  

Of those who expressed their transgender identity while attending school, NTDS respondents who 
have worked in the sex trade reported experiencing high levels of harassment and trauma during 
grades K–12.

EDUCATION

Chart 3: Educational Attainment Breakdown 

While many NTDS respondents 
achieved some college 
education, sex workers of color 
and transfeminine sex workers 
reported higher rates of having 
completed high School Only or 
No High School.

Similar to other transgender respondents, 
83.2% of those with experience in the sex 
trade reported experiencing problems 
in k-12, including 76.8% who reported 
harassment. 52 

Reported physical assault (vs. 
32.5% of non-sex workers).

Reported sexual assault (vs. 
9.8% of non-sex workers). 

Left school due to harassment 
(vs. 10.8% of non-sex workers). 

51.2%
23.2%
26.1% 

Graduate Degree 
(Any)

College Degree

Some College

No High School

High School Only

Non-Sex 
Workers

Sex 
Workers

Sex Workers

White 
Only

People 
of Color 

Transfeminine Transmasculine

3.1% 3.9%13.1% 4.2% 20.5% 16.5%

8.0% 12.4% 6.2% 6.1%17.5% 14.4%

28.4%

39.7%

17.0%

45.6%

26.4%

46.3%

9.2%

45.0% 43.7%

11.8% 31.5%

46.8%

20.9% 12.0% 16.9% 7.8% 10.6% 14.9%

**Of the entire survey sample, only five respondents identified as Arab or Middle Eastern solely. 
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WORKPLACE EXPERIENCE AND DISCRIMINATION

INCOME AND ECONOMIC INSECURITY

Current 
unemployment rates 
were dramatically 
higher for those 
who reported 
involvement in the 
sex trade (25.1%) 
compared to those 
who were not 
(12.4%).

The income 
distribution of 
survey respondents 
who participated in 
the sex trade varies 
widely according to 
race.   

Of white sex workers reported unemployment 
compared to 11.4% of white non-sex workers.

Of people of color who had experience in the 
sex trade reported having a household income 
of less than $10,000, while only 16.3% of white 
respondents reported the same.53 

Of sex workers of color reported 
unemployment compared to 16.1% of people of 
color who weren’t engaged in the sex trade.

Half of Black and Black multiracial 
respondents who had experience in the sex 
trade reported earning less than $10,000 in 
household income, and 63.4% reported making 
less than $20,000 per household annually. 

of Black and black multi-racial sex workers 
reported the highest rates of unemployment.

Of transfeminine sex workers and 19.3% 
of transmasculine sex workers reported 
unemployment, despite similar levels of 
unemployment for non-sex workers (12.2% 
and 12.6%, respectively).

20.7%

43.4%

29.2%

50.0%

42.6%
27.1% 

An overwhelming majority (69.3%) of sex workers reported experiencing an adverse job outcome in 
the traditional workforce because of discrimination (vs. 44.7% of non-sex workers). 
 
Transgender people who lost a job due to anti-transgender bias were almost three times as likely 
to engage in the sex trade (19.9% vs. 7.7%). 

Respondents who reported participation in the sex trade were more than twice as likely to live in 
extreme poverty (under $10,000/year) as those who hadn’t participated (30.8% vs. 13.3% of non-sex 
workers).
 
Moreover, sex trade participants were less likely to be higher income earners: only 22.1% reported 
current household income over $50,000/year (compared to 43.4% of non-participants).  

At the time of the survey, one-fifth (20.3%) of those with experience in the sex trade reported that 
some or all of their current household income included pay from the street economy in the last year. 

Almost half (46.5%) of sex workers reported that they were underemployed, compared to 29.6% of 
respondents with no sex trade experience. 
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Those involved in the sex trade experienced substantially higher rates of homelessness; 48.1% 
reported experiencing homelessness at some point in their lives (compared to 14.2% of non-sex 
workers). 
 
Over half (54.6%) of all NTDS respondents who were currently homeless also had been involved 
in the sex trade.  

HOUSING SECURITY AND HOMELESSNESS

When trying to 
access homeless 
shelters, 
transgender people 
in the sex trade 
were twice as 
likely to experience 
mistreatment.  

Were denied access to a shelter 
(vs. 17.5% of non-sex workers)

Were thrown out of a shelter 
(vs. 12.9% of non-sex workers) 

Were harassed by staff (vs. 39.1% 
of non-sex workers)
Were physically assaulted 
by staff (vs. 13.0% of non-sex 
workers)
Were sexually assaulted by staff 
(vs. 8.8% of non-sex workers)

39.5%
35.5%
64.5% 

37.3% 

35.4% 

Despite the prevalence of poverty and low incomes, only 12.7% of those with sex work experience 
received public assistance; 4.2% of transgender people with no sex work experience claimed public 
assistance benefits. 
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Police & Incarceration
Many transgender women reported having been profiled as a sex workers, regardless of their 
involvement in the sex trade. Transgender respondents in the sex trade reported a wide range 
of alarming experiences with police and the law enforcement system. As with employment and 
education, we do not know whether respondents’ experiences with police, courts, or incarceration 
occurred before, after, or during their involvement in the sex trade. We also don’t know if those 
interactions, including incarceration, were related to respondents’ sex trade participation or for 
other reasons. 

Transgender sex workers reported high levels of interaction with the police (79.1% compared to 
51.6% of non-sex worker respondents).54 Black and Black Multiracial sex workers reporting the 
highest levels of interaction (87.3%). Transfeminine sex workers reported higher likelihood of police 
interaction (83.9%) than their transmasculine counterparts (65.8%).  
 
Respondents with sex trade involvement indicated that they were somewhat uncomfortable (26.3%) 
or very uncomfortable (31.8%) seeking help from the police.55 They also report mistreatment 
(64.1%), as well as physical (12.9%) and sexual (9.2%) assault at the hands of the police. 

INTERACTIONS WITH LAW ENFORCEMENT



Rates of arrest 
and incarceration 
varied significantly 
by race and gender 
for transgender sex 
workers: 

EXPERIENCE IN COURTS 

People of color were more than twice 
as likely than their white counterparts 
(18.3%) to report being “arrested for being 
trans.” Similarly, 58.8% of people of color 
and 35.2% of respondents reported being 
sent to jail/prison “for any reason.”56

Black and Black Multiracial respondents 
had the highest rates of both arrest due to 
their transgender status (65.3%) and being 
sent to jail/prison for any reason (69.6%).
Transfeminine respondents reported higher 
rates of arrest due to trans status (41.9%) 
and being sent to jail for any reason (54.6%) 
than transmasculine respondents (10.6% 
and 30.5% respectively).

46.8%

65.3%

41.9%

Of those who have appeared in court, transgender people engaged in the sex trade were also more 
likely to report biased treatment by judges and court staff (39.6% vs. 15.5% of non-sex workers). 

Reported being verbally harassed by a judge or court official (compared to 
9.3% of non-sex workers).

Reported that a judge or court official physically assaulted them 
(compared to 0.6% of non-sex workers).  

25.3%
2.3%
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SENTENCE LENGTH AND INCARCERATION

Respondents who had been to jail/prison were asked about the 
total time they spent incarcerated. Transgender people with 
sex trade experience reported being incarcerated for longer 
sentences than trans people without sex trade experience. 
Racial and gender differences among transgender sex 
workers in length of sentence were similar to those among 
non-sex workers. 

Formerly incarcerated transgender respondents who engaged in sex work reported staggering 
amounts of abuse in the prison system committed by other prisoners, as well as staff. Almost half of 
respondents reported harassment by staff and prisoners alike.  



Chart 4: Breakdown of Total time Spent Incarcerated, by Percent

5-10 years 10+ years3-5 years1-3 years< 6 months 6m-1 year

Non-Sex 
Workers

Sex 
Workers

Sex Workers

White 
Only

All People 
of Color 

Other 
People of 

Color 

Black & Black 
Multiracial

87.4%

66.7%

84.0%

58.1%

46.1%

69.0%

4.9%

14.0%

8.5%

16.7%

20.6%

13.3%

4.6%

7.8%

3.8%

9.8%

11.8%

8.0%

11.8%

4.4%

0.6%

3.4%

2.8%

3.7%

5.9%

1.8%

1.9%

5.6%

0.9%

7.9%

0.6%

2.5%

0%

3.7%

3.9%

3.5%
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Chart 5: Percent Reporting Mistreatment While Incarcerated

Incarcerated 
Sex Workers

Incarcerated 
Sex Workers

Incarcerated 
Non-Sex 
Workers

Incarcerated 
Non-Sex 
Workers

Harassed

Physically Assaulted

Sexually Assaulted

From Other Prisoners: From Officers/Staff:

53.8% 52.6%

26.9%

7.3%

13.5%

5.3%

26.0% 28.9%

28.8%

5.0%

10.7%

3.8%

Respondents who 
participated in the sex 
trade were also more 
likely to report being 
denied access to hormones 
(29.4%) and medical care 
(17.1%) than those who 
have not (11.3% and 10.3% 
respectively). 
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Those with 
experience in the 
sex trade were 
more likely to use 
the emergency 
room or low-cost 
clinics than other 
survey respondents 
and were more 
likely to have 
to teach their 
providers about 
trans issues (53.3% 
vs. 38.5% of non-sex 
workers).  

Physical and Mental Health Measures
People who trade sexual services for money, goods, food, shelter, housing, or other resources face 
many obstacles when gaining access to health and social services. 54 Based on the overall findings 
from the National Transgender Discrimination Survey, we know that transgender people face 
numerous disparities in health measures. Those who also participate in the sex trade face higher 
levels of negative outcomes, likely in part due to the compounded stigma based on their 
transgender status and involvement in the sex trade.  

Transgender respondents involved in the sex trade were more likely to have a significant physical or 
mental health disability (40.2% vs. 28.3% of non-sex workers). 

MEDICAL CARE, SETTINGS & TREATMENT

Reported having private insurance coverage (vs. 65.6% of non-sex workers)

Respondents who reported sex work were more likely to have public insurance or no insurance coverage at 
all, likely due to their lower incomes:  

Reported having public insurance, such as through Medicaid or Medicare (vs. 
17.0% of non-sex workers)

Reported being uninsured entirely (vs. 17.5 % of non-sex workers)

35.3%
31.8%
32.9%

VA Clinic/Hospital

Alternative Medicine

N/A

Doctor’s Office

ER

Health Clinic

Free Health Clinic

Non-Sex Workers

61.9%

Sex Workers

6.3% 6.1%

3.4%

3.5%

2.3%

39.4%

20.4% 17.0%

15.7% 5.8%

5.0%

9.9% 3.4%Utilized most often when sick/need advice:

From Officers/Staff:
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Transgender sex 
workers were more 
likely than other 
respondents to 
postpone medical 
care. 
 

Overall, NTDS respondents reported high rates of mistreatment in medical settings. Participation in 
the sex trade was associated with higher rates of harassment and mistreatment in medical settings: 
47.9% of sex worker respondents reported harassment and 28.9% were refused treatment by medical 
providers. Mistreatment was consistently higher for sex trade-involved respondents across various 
medical settings, especially in the ER and rape crisis centers.58 

Postponed care when they were sick or 
injured because they could not afford it 
(vs. 38.8% of non-sex workers)

Postponed care when they were sick or 
injured because of fear of discrimination 
(vs. 21.7% of non-sex workers)

Postponed preventive care because they 
could not afford it (vs. 40.7% of non-sex 
workers)

Postponed preventive care due to fear 
of discrimination (vs. 25.7% of non-sex 
workers)

58.9%

39.6%

59.9%

41.3%

Mental Health Clinic

Drug Treatment

Ambulance

ER

Doctor or Hospital

Rape Crisis Center

DV Shelter

Non-Sex Workers

20.0%

Sex Workers

15.2%

3.1%

7.2%

39.4%

25.2%

26.0%

26.6%

4.6%

30.0% 5.8%

37.8%

54.5% 32.5%

Chart 6: Percent Reporting Mistreatment in a Medical Setting
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Chart 7: HIV+ Status, by Percent

HIV INFECTION 

SEX WORKERS

NON-SEX 
WORKERS

White Only

White Only

Transmasculine

Transmasculine

All POC

All POC

Black and 
Black 
Multiracial 

Black and 
Black 
Multiracial 

Transfeminine

Transfeminine

HIV + Don’t Know HIV Status

40.6%

20.2% 10.6%

8.3%

8.2%

8.4%

8.4%

8.4%

8.2%

8.0%

15.3% 9.2%

2.9% 6.5%

0.6%

0.4%

1.7%

1.7%

3.2%

7.0%

25.9% 12.8%

13.8%

1.2%

There is a significant disparity in self-reported HIV status, and in not knowing one’s HIV status, 
within the transgender community based on participation in the sex trade. Transfeminine 
respondents experienced the most significant increase in risk of HIV infection based on their sex 
worker status—a nearly tenfold increase. Transgender men experienced a 4-fold increase in HIV 
infection that was correlated with participation in the sex trade. Participants of color also reported 
high levels of infection and unknown status.
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MENTAL HEALTH & SUBSTANCE ABUSE

Reported that they are currently drinking 
or misusing drugs to deal with mistreatment 
(vs. 6.7% of non-sex workers). 

Reported that they smoked daily (vs. 17.4% 
 of non-sex workers).

Respondents who had done sex work reported higher rates of 
tobacco use, and were more likely to say they had used drugs or 
alcohol to cope with the mistreatment they face.

Reported that they previously drank or 
misused drugs to deal with mistreatment 
(vs. 16.0% of non-sex workers). 

Reported that they smoked occasionally 
(vs. 10.8% of non-sex workers). 

18.2%

32.5%
32.2%

16.9%

Transgender sex 
workers were more 
likely to report 
having a mental 
health condition 
(27.7% vs. 18.0% of 
non-sex workers).

Sixty percent (60.4%) of 
survey respondents who 
were involved in the sex 
trade reported that they 
had attempted suicide, a 
rate 37 times that of the 
general population (1.6%).59 
This was also significantly 
higher than the attempted 
suicide rate of non-sex 
worker respondents (38.2%). 
Transgender men who had 
participated in the sex trade 
had the most substantial 
increase in suicide attempts 
(75.5% vs. 44.3% of non-sex 
workers). 

Ever 
Attempted 
Suicide

Non-Sex WorkersSex Workers

41.7%

46.1%

46.1%

60.4%

59.1%

56.6%

70.3%

56.3%

61.9%

38.2%

36.1%

35.6%

Chart 8: Percent Reporting Suicide Attempt

White Only

Transmasculine

All POC

Black and 
Black 
Multiracial 

Transfeminine
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US laws today categorize those involved in the sex trade as either criminals or victims. Either 
way, sex workers are targeted for arrest and frequently channeled into social “services” that give 
them a choice between participation and jail time. Sex workers have been at the forefront of 
those criticizing this approach for simplifying complex issues into a criminal/victim dichotomy, 
without allowing for the reality that people with few opportunities—particularly those who are 
poor, migrants, and targets of pervasive social stigma—make the best of their situations, whether 
by working a low wage job, dealing drugs, or trading sex for money.  Transgender sex workers, in 
particular, reject categorization as victims or criminals—they are individuals with needs and will 
pursue the necessary avenues to progress toward the life that they want.

Transgender people who struggle to support 
themselves and their families are placed in 
an extremely challenging situation due to 
the stigma, violence, and discrimination 
they face, which is often compounded by 
racism, poverty, and other factors. Many 
turn to sex work to sustain themselves, and 
become vulnerable to harassment, assault, 
and arrest. The experiences that transgender 
people have in the sex trade are extremely 
diverse and multifaceted. Many regard this 
involvement as work—which they may 
prefer to other forms of work or which 
may be their best or only economic option. 
Others regard it as an informal means of 
making money, sometimes supplementing 
other income.  In some instances, trans 

people become involved in the sex trade because of coercion, such as due to domestic violence 
perpetrated by a partner or family member. Some people have participated in the sex trade for 
different reasons at different times in their life and had very different experiences. 

The stigmatizing and criminalizing of sex work deepens the marginalization that transgender 
people face. NTDS respondents who had participated in the sex trade had many of the same 
negative experiences as other transgender people, often at higher rates—particularly transgender 
women and trans people of color. We cannot say whether these negative experiences caused 
respondents to seek income through the sex trade, or resulted from the stigma and risks associated 
with sex work and its criminalization. Certainly, given the high rates of sex trade participation 
shown in NTDS, efforts to improve the lives of trans people must prioritize addressing the stigma, 
marginalization, violence, and criminalization that sex workers face. All transgender people 
deserve a meaningful path out of poverty and access to safe and meaningful work, no matter what 
that work is. 
 

When pervasive 
discrimination produces 
systemic barriers that 
mimic the effect of force, 
fraud, and coercion, the 
culpability falls on the sex 
worker. Tangible aggressors 
create victims; pervasive 
discrimination creates 
criminals.

ConclusionPART 3

25



Policy 
Recommendations
What Policy Makers and Legislators 
Can Do 

Federal, state, and local governments should repeal criminal laws for prostitution and related 
offenses. Leading human rights and public health experts agree that decriminalization is essential 
to protect the safety of people in the sex trade and to combat HIV. Decriminalization is not only 
compatible with efforts to combat coercion and trafficking in the sex trade; it will strengthen them 
by focusing resources on the real problem and making it far easier for sex workers to screen clients, 
report violence, access social services, and find employment outside the sex trade without the 
burden of a criminal record.

While full decriminalization may not be immediately feasible in many jurisdictions, policymakers 
can take steps to reduce the harshest impacts of criminalization and refocus attention on coercion 
in the sex trade. This includes rolling back local enforcement policies based on “zero tolerance” of 
prostitution, “prostitution free zones,” and “quality of life.”

State and local governments should repeal the application of felony-level charges and mandatory 
minimum sentencing against people arrested for sex work-related charges. States should eliminate 
sex offender registration requirements for sex work-related offenses that do not involve violence 
or coercion, and make it possible to expunge the records of those arrested and charged under these 
laws.

Federal and state governments should change policies that prevent individuals with criminal 
records, including sex workers, from applying for or receiving student loans, public housing, food 
stamps or other public benefits, or from voting.

Federal, state, and local governments should carefully review the application of mandatory reporting 
in cases of minor involvement in sexual exchange, and ensure youth receiving social services 
receive clear and accurate information concerning reporting laws and the limits of confidentiality. 

DECRIMINALIZE SEX WORK AND ALL 
RELATED OFFENSES 
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Mandatory reporting may conflict with a young person’s expectation of confidentiality when seeking 
help and may deter youth from accessing counseling, shelter, or other services.60

Federal, state, and local governments should reform laws, policies, and programs that seek to 
address human trafficking with the flawed logic of “ending demand for prostitution,” and otherwise 
confuse the dynamics of human trafficking and commercial sex, resulting in rights violations and 
ineffective response to exploitation, such as Proposition 35 in California.

Congress should eliminate the federal law mandating inadmissibility for travelers and immigrants 
with a history of sex work, repeal the one-year deadline for asylum applications, and enact 
comprehensive immigration reform. 

Federal, state, and local governments should pass comprehensive legislation, such as the Equality 
Act, that would explicitly prohibit discrimination based on gender identity and expression and 
sexual orientation in employment, housing, public accommodations, public education, and by any 
entity receiving federal funding.

Federal, state, and local governments should adopt policies permitting individuals to update the 
name and gender on driver’s licenses, birth certificates, passports, and other forms of identification 
without medical requirements, excessive fees, or other burdens. This includes changing gender 
based on self-designation and eliminating publication requirements for name changes.

Federal, state, and local governments should take action to eliminate discriminatory transgender 
exclusions in Medicaid, state and local employee, and other health insurance plans, and to ensure 
that transgender individuals can access all medically necessary care for gender transition.

Federal, state, and local governments should collect data on gender identity, sexual orientation, and, 
where appropriate, sex trade participation in population surveys, and should prioritize funding for 
health and other research on transgender and sex worker populations.

Federal, state, and local governments should implement more rigorous civilian oversight, 
transparency, and other accountability measures for police, including passing or strengthening 
laws and policies limiting use of force and prohibiting profiling and other discrimination based on 
race, ethnicity, national origin, religion, gender, gender identity, and sexual orientation, such as the 
Community Safety Act in New York State and the proposed End Racial Profiling Act in Congress.

Federal, state, and local governments should adopt clear and nondiscriminatory policies governing 
interactions of police, prosecutors, public defenders, court staff, and judges with transgender people 

PASS NONDISCRIMINATION AND OTHER 
TRANS-POSITIVE LAWS AND POLICIES

IMPROVE AND MONITOR POLICING 
PRACTICES
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Federal, state, and local governments, social service agencies, and funders should invest resources in 
education, job training, healthcare, and housing programs for transgender, and sex trade-involved 
individuals, with a focus on those in low-income and traditionally underserved communities, 
including transmasculine participants in the sex trade.

Federal, state, and local governments, health and social service agencies, and funders should 
adopt policies clearly prohibiting discrimination against people who are transgender, gender non-
conforming, or have experience in the sex trade in health and social services. 

Federal, state, and local governments, health and social service agencies, and funders should ensure 
that all health and social service programs avoid approaches that stigmatize transgender or sex 
trade-involved people and should provide cultural competency training for medical, social service, 
shelter, transitional housing and other provider staff on working with transgender, gender non-
conforming, and sex trade-involved individuals. 

Federal, state, and local governments should provide funding for harm reduction health care 
services for transgender communities and sex workers, including by lifting all restrictions on federal 
funding for harm reduction programs.

Federal, state, and local governments, health and social service agencies, and funders should ensure 
that public health programs for transgender people and sex trade-involved people are not limited 
to HIV/AIDS or other sexually transmitted diseases and address other basic health care needs 
including care related to gender transition.

Federal, state, and local governments, health and social service agencies, and funders should 
improve access to mental health care and crisis intervention services for transgender people by 
ensuring that service providers are competent to work with these communities and do not stigmatize 
or pathologize transgender or sex trade-involved individuals. 

and sex workers or suspected sex workers.

Federal, state, and local governments should prohibit the law enforcement practice of using 
possession of condoms and other safe sex supplies as evidence of criminal activity and launch 
education campaigns to alert marginalized communities of this policy change, such as pursued by 
the D.C. Metropolitan Police Department in 2012.

Federal, state, and local governments should institute mechanisms that allow sex workers, 
transgender individuals, and others to find redress for mistreatment and abuse and hold law 
enforcement accountable for their actions. Policies should be developed in a way that ensures that 
sex workers are able to report police misconduct and violence without fear of retaliation.

IMPROVE AND EXPAND HEALTH AND 
SOCIAL SERVICES AND PROGRAMS 
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What Advocates and Community 
Group Can Do

LGBT, criminal justice, immigration, and other advocacy and community-based organizations 
should educate themselves on the complexities of involvement in commercial sex and the struggles 
of those involved to have their rights respected, rejecting frameworks that categorize people as 
criminals or victims.

Organizations should understand how the law enforcement and prison systems intersect with 
transgender individuals and communities, and should collaborate to advance policies and programs 
that will support the individuals and communities living at the intersection of these issues.

National, state, and local LGBT and allied advocates should develop dialogue and relationships 
with sex worker organizations and organizations who serve and advocate for sex trade-involved 
individuals. Organizations should particularly focus on supporting, collaborating with, and funding 
grassroots groups of sex workers and allies who are best situated to inform response to these issues 
but lack resources to make a bigger impact.

National, state, and local advocacy organizations should support the advancement and leadership 
development of transgender, gender non-conforming, and LGB people with sex trade experience, 
who possess a critical perspective that organizations need in order to address the full spectrum of 
their constituencies.

State and local organizations should engage in direct outreach with both the transgender and sex 
work communities and should work to expand their direct services to include non-judgmental 
programming for transgender people in the sex trade.

State and local organizations should commit to developing deeper collaborations and partnerships 
with advocates for racial justice, police reform, and others working to end race- and gender-based 
violence. Organizations should work to prioritize Black and trans voices and allow them to have 
space to ask for support, particularly around issues related to policing.
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