


Prostitution is the exchange of sex acts for money or other things of 
value such as food or shelter. Those advocating for full decriminalization 
present prostitution as a job like any other, but that’s deceptive. 
Systems of prostitution thrive on gender inequality, deeply rooted social 
injustices, as well as force, fraud, and coercion. Full decriminalization 
eliminates legal restrictions on pimping, sex buying, and brothel 
keeping, not just the act of selling sexual access. Here are ten reasons 
why this is disastrous public policy.

1.	Systems of prostitution exploit vulnerability. Many people in systems of 
prostitution suffer from vulnerabilities and marginalization. Common adverse experiences that 
are pathways to prostitution include childhood sexual abuse,1 homelessness,2 and poverty.3 
Other factors associated with prostitution involvement include a history of foster care,4 not 
having a high school degree,5 being a racial minority,6 an immigrant,7 an indigenous minority,8 
or LGBT person,9 as well as “entry” into prostitution as a child10 (i.e., sex trafficking). Systems of 
prostitution prey on and exploit these vulnerabilities. 

2.	Full decriminalization of prostitution does not make prostitution safe. 
Prostitution creates trauma that cannot be regulated or decriminalized away. Prostitution is 
inherently harmful. Prostitution results in a wide range of devastating physical harms  
and/or psychological trauma to those sold in it—even when it’s legal11 or fully decriminalized,12 
occurs indoors13 or outdoors,14 online15 or off.16 

3.	Fully decriminalizing the sex trade creates on ramps to more sexual 
exploitation; it removes laws targeting sex buyers17 who are overwhelmingly men.18 
Removing these laws normalizes male demand for paid sex.19 Thus, men who were 
deterred from buying sex by possible criminal penalties are no longer inhibited.20 

As more men buy sex, more people are pulled into and exploited in prostitution. This 
approach benefits men who want to buy sexual access to people’s bodies, affirms male 
sexual entitlement, and perpetuates gender-based violence. 

4.	Decriminalizing exploitation diminishes law enforcement’s ability to 
detect and investigate sex trafficking. Victims of sex trafficking rarely make 
official complaints to the police.21 Further, the fully decriminalized sex trade operates 
with little to no oversight.22 It conceals indicators of fraud, force, and coercion,23 and 
diminishes the flow of investigative leads24 which stem from police operations focused 
on enforcing prostitution laws. Probable cause25 for misdemeanor prostitution enables 
law enforcement to confirm ages and identities of prostituted persons. For instance, 
the lack of laws controlling indoor prostitution in Rhode Island (1980-2009) impeded 
police investigations by preventing them from arresting pimps/sex traffickers and 
sex buyers, creating a “zone of impunity” for sex traffickers.26 Without this frontline 
capacity, minors and other sex trafficking victims are not identified because police have 
“very limited basis to enter and investigate premises operating as a brothel.”27



5.	Normalized Prostitution Increases Sex Trafficking. Brothels, illicit massage 
parlors, escort agencies, and online platforms are overlapping systems of prostitution and sex 
trafficking occurs in all of them. Normalization of prostitution expands demand for paid sex. 
This emboldens sex traffickers who see this as a conducive “business” environment. Cross-
national studies have found higher levels of human trafficking in countries with legalized 
or decriminalized prostitution.28 Research has also found 100% of convicted sex traffickers 
support full decriminalization of prostitution.29 

6.	Prostitution is not a substitute for social security safety nets. Some people argue 
that prostitution is necessary because it provides income for poor and marginalized populations. 
This view turns prostitution into a faux social security system that requires the sexual exploitation of 
poor and minority individuals—especially women since the vast majority of people in prostitution 
are women.30 This is regressive, misogynist, and dystopian. Governments should never reduce 
economically insecure people to a state of sexual servitude because they are poor. 

7.	 Street-level prostitution is likely to surge. Street-level prostitution is already 
escalating in Brooklyn, New York,31 because the District Attorney “wiped” more than 1,000 open 
cases of prostitution.32 Without also instituting rigorous enforcement of laws regarding pimping 
and sex buying this has resulted de facto full decriminalization. 

8.	Nonenforcement of prostitution laws harms disadvantaged communities. 
The harm of prostitution rarely stops at the individual level; it also inflicts harms on 
communities, residents, families, and businesses.33 Neighborhoods littered with condoms 
and drug paraphernalia,34 neighborhood residents—women and children—being solicited for 
prostitution by roving sex buyers,35 and adverse impacts to businesses36 are typical. Poor and 
minority communities typically bear the brunt of such impacts.37 

9.	Sex buyers can be deterred. Evidence points to the effectiveness of 
demand reduction tactics to combat prostitution. For example, studies in Jersey 
City, New Jersey, and San Francisco, California, and Bolton, UK, found that arresting and 
educating men for soliciting produced 40-75% reductions in prostitution.38 An evaluation 
of an education program in San Francisco reduced re-arrests by over 40%, was simple, and 
implemented at no cost to taxpayers.39 The fees paid by the offenders fully covered the cost 
of the program and generated over $3 million in additional revenue that was used, in part, to 
support programs for survivors of prostitution and sex trafficking.40 An evaluation of a similar 
“johns school” program in England found similar benefits.41 While many men have purchased 
sex, most have not.42 Buying sex is not inevitable. 

10.	 Full decriminalization of prostitution is not just. The lived experiences 
of people in the sex trade43 around the world reveal the abuses, harms, and chronic 
traumatization intrinsic to prostitution. Not only is this impossible to ignore, but it demands a 
just response. Just responses to these harms will: 
A)	decriminalize those sold in systems of prostitution, 
B)	 create and enforce punishments that hold accountable those who facilitate or 
	 engage in the purchase of persons for sex, and 
C) 	provide supportive services for those seeking exit from prostitution.
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