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Abstract
Background/Objectives: This article seeks to examine how gender and sexual
identities shape sex work experiences among men, two spirit, and/or trans people in
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guided the thematic analysis of interview transcripts, and ATLAS.ti 7 was used to
manage data analysis. Results: Three themes emerged from the data: (1) the
diversity of sexual and gender identities among sex workers and clients, (2) the
expression and exploration of sexual and gender identities through sex work, and
(3) the migration of sexual and gender minorities to urban centers to escape dis-
crimination in their places of origin. Discussion: These findings complicate existing
narratives of sex work, demonstrating the need for policies and services that reflect
the diversity of sex work experiences.
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As the body of research investigating sex work has grown, there have been calls to

situate gender as central to the lives of sex workers (Bhattacharjya et al. 2015). There

is a large body of literature about women1 sex workers, including research focused

on health needs and inequities (Romans et al. 2001; Harcourt et al. 2001; Evans and

Lambert 1997), the impact of criminalization (Krüsi et al. 2014; Jayasree 2004;

Rekart 2005; Lutnick and Cohan 2009), incidents/experiences of violence (Wechs-

berg, Luseno, and Lam 2005; Beattie et al. 2010; Krüsi 2014), HIV prevention

(Shannon et al. 2009; Asthana and Oostvogels 1996; Basu et al. 2004; Campbell

and Mzaidume 2001), and the impact and management of stigma associated with sex

work (Vanwesenbeeck 2001; Cornish 2006; Scambler and Paoli 2008; Wong, Hol-

royd, and Bingham 2011). However, the experiences of men in sex work remain an

understudied topic. Some have argued that the relative lack of research on men sex

workers is attributable to fear and ignorance surrounding homosexuality (Allman

1999), to the greater sexual autonomy ascribed to men (Katsulis 2008), and/or to the

fact that men sex workers undermine the popular notion that sex work is inherently

an act of violence against women (Browne and Minichiello 1996). Researchers have

noted, however, that due to the distinct characteristics of men sex workers, research

devoted to developing a better understanding of this population is needed (Baral

et al. 2015).

Scholars have noted that a great deal of research on men’s sex work is character-

ized by the pathologizing of men sex workers rather than attempts to understand

their experiences without judgment (Kaye 2003; Koken et al. 2004). Much of the

early literature on men sex workers was conducted by psychologists and character-

ized men sex workers as deviant; studies were designed to explain men sex workers’

assumed psychopathologies (Browne and Minichiello 1996; Bimbi 2007). For

example, much attention has been devoted to sex workers’ early experiences of

sexual abuse as a factor for later entry into sex work (Abramovich 2005;

Rotheram-Borus et al. 1996). However, researchers have been less successful in
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investigating and explaining why so many survivors of childhood sexual abuse do

not participate in the sex industry (Vanwesenbeeck 2001).

Beginning in the early 1980s, some researchers turned their attention to men sex

workers as ‘‘vectors of disease,’’ viewing them as the cause of HIV spreading into

the ‘‘normal’’ heterosexual community (Vanwesenbeeck 2001; Koken et al. 2005;

Bimbi 2007). Even in this context, some researchers recognized that men sex work-

ers were more at risk of contracting HIV from a client than the other way around

(Estcourt et al. 2000). Indeed, there has been a great deal of attention to the HIV risk

behaviors and environments for men sex workers (Ballester et al. 2004; Vanwesen-

beeck 2001; Bloor et al. 1993; Estcourt et al. 2000; Parsons, Bimbi, and Halkitis

2001). For example, Ballester et al. (2013) and Minichiello et al. (2003) investigated

the influence of substance use on condom use in commercial sexual interactions

between men, while Bloor et al. (1993) investigated the influence of power

dynamics between men sex workers and their clients on condom use and Browne

and Minichiello (1995) investigated the factors influencing men sex workers’ nego-

tiations of safe sex practices with their clients.

More recently, there has been an increasing view of sex work as a legitimate

occupation for some men (Walby 2012; Browne and Minichiello 1996; Bimbi 2007).

Without the a priori view of men sex workers as pathological or as victims, research-

ers have begun to focus more on the experiences and perspectives of men sex

workers. For example, studies have investigated sex workers’ motivations for parti-

cipating in the sex industry (Ballester et al. 2004; Hall 2007), how men sex workers

experience and cope with stigma (Koken et al. 2004), relationships between men sex

workers and clients (Walby 2012), personal characteristics of men sex workers

(Logan 2010; Koken et al. 2005), and how venues shape men’s sex work experiences

(Vanwesenbeeck 2001; Minichiello et al. 2003). Researchers have called for more

diverse sampling, as most research on men sex workers has focused exclusively on

men who work on the street, and therefore may not be generalizable to men who

work in other venues (Scott 2003; Koken et al. 2005). Bloor et al. (1993) also call

into question the generalizability of studies on men sex workers’ sexual health that

recruited participants through sexual health clinics. Similarly, Koken et al. (2005)

note that some studies that investigate psychopathology among men sex workers

recruited participants from the patient lists of psychiatrists.

There is increasing recognition that a high degree of heterogeneity exists among

men sex workers (Ballester et al. 2004; Koken et al. 2004; Minichiello et al. 2003).

Further, there have been calls for researchers to devote more attention to sexual and

gender diversity within their fields of inquiry (Westbrook and Saperstein 2015).

Some studies have investigated men sex workers’ sexual identities (Allman 1999;

Kaye 2003; Walby 2012; Minichiello et al. 2003). Less work has been done to

explore the diversity of sex workers’ gender identities and expressions. Social sci-

ence and public health research alike have often categorized individuals according to

‘‘biological sex’’ rather than gender (Baral et al. 2015). Additionally, there is a

dearth of information on individuals engaged in sex work who do not identify as
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men or as women, defying the gender binary altogether. Also, while researchers

have noted that clients of sex workers drive and maintain the demand for sex

workers, few studies have investigated the clients of men and trans sex workers

beyond this (Browne and Minichiello 1996). Finally, existing research has largely

been carried out exclusively by non-sex worker academics, giving sex workers no

input into how research is done and how data are interpreted. Therefore, to address

these significant gaps in the literature, our study sought to investigate the gender and

sexual identities of men and trans sex workers and clients in Vancouver, Canada, and

how those identities shaped their experiences of sex work. We utilized community-

based research methods, partnering with men sex workers and community organi-

zations that represent and serve men and trans sex workers. Experiential men were

involved at all stages of the research process, including research design, data anal-

ysis, and the writing process.

Methods

This study draws from interviews with forty-five participants in the Community

Health Assessment of Men Who Purchase and Sell Sex (CHAPS) project who

identified as a gender or sexual minority. The CHAPS project is a community-

based research project created by the Gender and Sexual Health Initiative (GSHI)

of the British Columbia Centre for Excellence in HIV/AIDS in partnership with How

U Survive This Life Everyday (HUSTLE), a peer support and outreach program for

self-identified male sex workers and experiential youth through the Health Initiative

for Men (HIM). CHAPS is part of a larger long-term ethnographic and qualitative

investigation by GSHI with advisory support from HUSTLE/HIM and other com-

munity partners into the social, physical, and structural environments that shape sex

workers’ sexual health and access to care in Vancouver, British Columbia.

In-depth semistructured interviews were conducted with individuals who had

bought (n ¼ 16) and/or sold (n ¼ 35) sex within the previous year. In order to be

eligible, participants had to be nineteen years of age or older and participants had to

self-identify as men. The research team recognized that because gender is fluid,

individuals with a range of gender expressions and identities may choose to self-

identify as men for the purpose of interacting with the research team, in the context

of doing sex work, or depending on any number of other factors. Because the

CHAPS project aimed to be trans-inclusive, nonbinary individuals (those whose

gender identities fall outside the categories of ‘‘man’’ or ‘‘woman’’) were also

included. For the purposes of this article, the term ‘‘men’’ includes both cis and

trans men, and the term ‘‘trans people’’ is an umbrella term to describe people who

are two spirit, genderqueer, and nonbinary. Much of the previous literature in this

area has been devoted solely to street-involved men sex workers, and as such, a

range of recruitment strategies were used in order to attract a more diverse sample.

HUSTLE and CHAPS used outreach strategies in various places where men buy

and sell sex, including Internet forums, indoor venues, and street locations.
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Self-identified men who wanted to participate in the study contacted CHAPS

through phone or e-mail, were screened for eligibility, and were given the choice

to be interviewed at a variety of locations run by GSHI and HUSTLE/HIM. A total

of sixty-one interviews were conducted by two experienced interviewers, one from

GSHI (CTaylor [C.T.]) and other from HUSTLE/HIM (JJollimore). C.T. identifies

as genderqueer and queer, and JJollimore identifies as a gay man. Interviews ranged

in length from thirty minutes to two hours and were audio recorded and transcribed

verbatim. CT and JJollimore also recorded brief field notes after interviews. Parti-

cipants used an alias to sign informed consent forms in order to ensure confidenti-

ality and received a stipend of CDN$30 for their time and contribution.

GSHI and HUSTLE/HIM collaboratively developed the interview guide used for

CHAPS interviews, with additional participation by Boys R Us, a drop in center for

male and trans sex workers in Vancouver. The guide encouraged an exploration of

the diversity of men and trans people and their experiences in sex work, including

questions about identity and work experiences, with a larger goal of gaining a greater

understanding of the sexual health and HIV risk environment of men and trans sex

workers and clients in Vancouver. Ten interviews were conducted with the original

interview guide, which was then revised by GSHI and HUSTLE/HIM based on

emerging themes.

Data Analysis

A participatory analysis approach was used, and as such, the research team and

community partners, including members of GSHI, HUSTLE/HIM, and Boys R

Us, discussed the narratives emerging from the interviews throughout the process

of data collection and analysis. An initial codebook was developed collaboratively

by the research team and community partners (JJollimore and MTaylor) using a

socioecological framework. This framework looks at health in the context of social,

physical, and structural environments (DiClemente et al. 2005). Using the initial

codebook, which covered basic themes (e.g., policing and criminalization, migration

and transition to city), two team members (E.A. and S.A.) coded interview tran-

scripts for emerging themes. ATLAS.ti 7 software (version 7) was used to manage

the data. They then applied conceptually driven substantive codes (e.g., childhood

trauma, motivation for participating in the sex industry). Each coder initially worked

independently on the same transcript in order to establish intercoder reliability, after

which the transcripts were divided and the two coders worked separately with

ongoing checks for reliability.

After coding had been completed, the lead author (P.M.) used an intersectional

critical feminist perspective to guide the thematic analysis of interview transcripts

for this study. An intersectional critical feminist approach examines interacting

social identities and their relationships to systems of power in order to understand

the complexities of systemic inequalities (Hankivsky and Christoffersen 2008;

Longman Marcellin, Bauer, and Scheim 2013). In particular, the author was
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influenced by Hunt (2013), whose work acknowledges and explores colonialism,

sexism, and racism as inextricable, advocating approaches that recognize both the

constraints of oppressive systems and the agency of members of marginalized

groups. Further, Hunt challenges scholars and activists to ‘‘move away from posi-

tioning ourselves as advocates for, and saviours of, some disempowered Sister-Other

and instead facilitate a process that centres the voices of sex workers themselves’’

(p. 87). Additional experiential feedback was provided on the coding and interpreta-

tion of results within the lived experiences and contexts of self-identified men sex

workers (JJennex).

This study holds ethical approval with the Providence Healthcare/University of

British Columbia Research Ethics Board.

Results

Of the sixty-one individuals who participated in the CHAPS study, forty-five (73.8

percent) identified as a sexual or gender minority. Within the previous year, thirty-

five participants had sold sex and sixteen had purchased sex; there were six parti-

cipants who had both sold and bought sex in the previous year. Therefore, there was

significant movement between the categories of worker and client. Because of the

overlap between these categories, the perspectives of both workers and clients are

included in this study. Indeed, these perspectives cannot be fully separated, as many

participants have acted both as workers and as clients within their lifetimes. Twenty-

one (46.7 percent) participants were of Indigenous ancestry (inclusive of Aboriginal,

First Nations, Métis, and Inuit ancestry). This is a notable overrepresentation, as

Indigenous people make up only 4 percent of the population of Canada (The Correc-

tional Investigator of Canada 2014). Eighteen participants (40 percent) identified as

white, and three (6.7 percent) identified as mixed race. Participants ranged in age

from 20 years to 74 years of age. The mean age was 37.3 years and the median age

was 37.

The findings of this study highlight a wide range of sexual and gender identities

among men and trans sex workers and clients. The forty-five participants included in

this sample all identified as gay, bisexual, queer, or two spirit, or chose not to label

their sexual identities. Thirty-four (75.6 percent) participants identified as cis men—

they identified with the gender they were assigned at birth. Five participants (11.1

percent) identified as trans—they identified with genders other than the one they

were assigned at birth—and eight participants (17.8 percent) identified as two spirit;

two participants identified as both two spirit and trans. ‘‘Two spirit’’ is an Indigenous

identity that resists not only sexual and gender binarism, but Eurocentric concep-

tions of sex and gender more broadly. It is a distinctly Indigenous identity, encom-

passing cultural, spiritual, sexual, and gender components (Wilson 1996);

Participant 14, a twenty-eight-year-old sex worker, explained ‘‘I’m two spirited . . . I

don’t really label myself any other way, right. And that’s where I feel comfortable

saying what I am.’’ Prior to colonization, Indigenous cultures recognized gender
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identities beyond the binary of men and women, and two spirits often occupied

important roles within communities. It was the colonial enforcement of Eurocentric

beliefs and values that undermined the recognition and acceptance of two spirits

within Indigenous communities (Walters et al. 2006). The cultivation of two spirit

identity therefore reflects a process of decolonizing Indigenous identities (Driskill

2004). Three major themes emerged from the data: diversity of gender and sexual

identities among men and trans sex workers and clients, the expression and explo-

ration of diverse sexual and gender identities through sex work, and the migration of

individuals with diverse sexual and gender identities to large urban centers to escape

harassment, violence, and stigma in their places of origin.

Diversity of Gender and Sexual Identities

The diversity of participants’ gender and sexual identities constituted a major find-

ing in itself, as this diversity is rarely acknowledged in research and policy discus-

sions surrounding sex work. In particular, the diversity of sex workers’ and clients’

gender identities has been understudied. Of the forty-five participants in our study,

eleven participants were not cisgender and had gender identities that existed outside

of the gender binary; they did not identify solely as men or as women. For example,

one participant said that they did not feel that the concept of gender was applicable to

them. Another used their own term to communicate the fluidity of their gender:

I don’t know what to call myself. I do all kinds of things. I’m pretty everything, I should

say. I call myself ‘transformers.’ (participant 25, thirty-eight-year-old sex worker)

Others explained that they identified with different genders, depending on the

circumstances:

I’m kind of on the fence. Transgender. Almost more like bigender I think. I can identify

as a man or a woman. Depending on, sort of how I’m feeling at the time I think.

(participant 35, twenty-five-year-old sex worker and client)

Split personality. There’s a male and a female . . . I consider myself both. You know

like, I’m a male and when I’m with people who I’m comfortable with, you know at

home. And—But when I’m out in society, it’s more—that’s when J [a female] comes

out. (participant 13, forty-four-year-old sex worker)

These participants noted that their gender identities and expressions shifted accord-

ing to a multitude of factors, including their moods, their surroundings, and social

dynamics.

The subgroup of participants who identified as cisgender men also had diverse

and often versatile ways of expressing and understanding masculine identities. One

participant spoke about helping his clients, most of whom identify as heterosexual

cisgender men, express femininity through crossdressing. Participant 26,
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a fifty-three-year-old client and former worker, explained that he used to do sex

work in drag, and now crossdresses only in private in order to express himself:

Now I just do it and I call it for my god, I get high and I do it in front of the mirror and I

just rehearse that way, right? And I pretend, you know, doing it for god and the high

powers.

For this participant, the performance of gender, outside of its function as a social

category, was also a form of creative and spiritual expression.

The sexual identities of the participants in our study were also diverse and, in

many cases, fluid. None of the participants identified as heterosexual; participants’

self-reported sexual identities ranged from gay to queer to bisexual to ‘‘straight with

a curve.’’ Some participants did not label their sexual identities, while others simply

referred to themselves as ‘‘other’’ or ‘‘sexual.’’ Twenty-five participants (55.6 per-

cent) reported that they were attracted to more than one gender. Some of these

participants reported feeling pressure to ‘‘pick’’ only one gender to be attracted to

and felt that because they were attracted to more than one gender they had difficulty

finding community:

It’s like I’m too gay for the girls and too straight for the gay guys . . . It’s unfair.

(participant 3, thirty-eight-year-old sex worker)

Exploration/Expression of Gender/Sexual Identity through Sex Work

Many participants recounted being targeted for harassment and discrimination due

to their sexual or gender identities. These experiences contributed to feelings of

isolation, fear, and depression, and in some cases, participation in sex work. Some

participants recalled being rejected, abused, or abandoned by family members

because of their identities:

My father, he didn’t like the fact that I’m [pause] He was angry because he didn’t know

if I was a boy or a girl. But he knew that I was a male and that I had male parts. And so

he left. (participant 41, twenty-year-old sex worker)

This participant explained how he was pressured by peers, family, and his doctor to

choose to live as either a boy or a girl, even though he was experiencing a great deal

of confusion and uncertainty about his gender. This contributed to feelings of

alienation:

The doctor said that if I wanted to live a comfortable healthy lifestyle—because they

said that it was causing too many problems for me in school. And at home ‘cause my

family would argue about my gender. Because they were trying to decide for me, that

they wanted me to appear as a girl . . . but my choice is to be more like a male. And, it’s
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a hard decision ‘cause, by the time I was about twelve I was fairly confused. I didn’t

feel comfortable. For awhile I didn’t talk about gender . . . But that, I guess, caused

problems. I became very cold and distant from everyone then. (participant 41, twenty-

year-old sex worker)

This doctor suggested that identifying as a boy or identifying as a girl were the only

healthy options, and proposed such identification as a solution to the harassment and

rejection that participant 41 experienced. Because he was pressured to choose a

gender identity, he experienced a great deal of distress and relational trauma.

Some participants reported experiencing multiple forms of social oppression.

One participant said that he started doing sex work in order to pursue the sexual

opportunities that he did not otherwise have due to racism within the gay

community:

I was a gay native boy and no one really wanted me . . . I know nobody want me . . . in

the white gay community so I turned to prostitution. (participant 11, thirty-five-year-

old sex worker)

Another participant reported feeling a sense of validation and acceptance while

doing sex work, in contrast to the rejection he had experienced in dominant society:

I just remember it was really good because I felt like, I was wanted. (participant 36,

thirty-seven-year-old sex worker)

For this participant and others, sex work was a way to express and explore their

sexual identities, an opportunity that many did not otherwise have because of the

stigma surrounding queerness:

I couldn’t just be openly gay at school or with my friends or at home. It’s like, the only

outlet I found was going to the street and expressing it through that. You know. That

was my expression, ‘‘oh my god’’ like ‘‘hey I’m getting dick and it’s working and I’m

fucking getting paid for it.’’ (participant 36, thirty-seven-year-old sex worker)

He said come over to my house, I’ll give you twenty-five bucks. I’m like fuck, sure.

I got drunk, right over to his house. I came three times. I came three times. I couldn’t

believe it . . . so I knew I’m—I totally knew I’m gay right. (participant 43, thirty-three-

year-old sex worker)

Similarly, a narrative emerged of buying sex as a strategy utilized by men to explore

stigmatized aspects of their sexuality. Participant 4, a fifty-five-year-old sex worker,

explained that his clients, most of whom identify as heterosexual, buy his services

because it is the only outlet they can find to explore these elements of their

sexualities:
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I’ve had more than enough guys go, you know my wife was playing with my ass and,

and I really liked it and then, I thought, well what would it be like if it was real cock?

They don’t wanna see me. They don’t want me to kiss them, touch them, or anything.

They just wanna bend over and get a cock in them . . . Because here’s what hap-

pens . . . If you don’t come out and be open with your partner, about what your real

freak on is, then it’s lost and locked in you forever. And that’s why people like me are

busy. And that’s what happens with the gay boys I see, and the straight guys.

Sex work also functioned as an opportunity for some participants to express certain

aspects of their gender identities. One participant recalled hearing from friends that

they could make money working on the trans stroll. They described the first day that

they worked there:

I didn’t know about the tranny stroll until [my friends] told me about it. And then I

thought well okay I’ll try it, and then they dressed me up and everything like that. We

went out and we had a lot of fun that day. (participant 16, thirty-seven-year-old sex

worker)

In this narrative, gender expression provided a source of joy and social bonding, as

well as an opportunity to make money through sex work.

Several trans participants with fluid gender identities reported that they chose to

present as feminine while doing sex work because they were able to make more

money. While fluid identities may be marginalized in dominant society, creating

significant disadvantages, in some circumstances those identities functioned as

advantages in the context of sex work:

It helps me—It opens up more availability of who I can be with. You know. And how

comfortable I can be with a certain person you know. If I feel threatened, the male side

can stand out. You know, more. And come out, as a security benefit. (participant 13,

forty-four-year-old sex worker)

[Doing sex work] is sort of my way of adapting. To what I sort of construe as being

an emotional disability. As having this odd gender identity. (participant 35, twenty-

five-year-old sex worker and client)

At times, sex work functioned as an environment in which individuals with minority

sexual and gender identities could explore and express the very aspects of their

identities that, at other times, marked them as targets for harassment and

discrimination.

Migration to Large Urban Centers

The third finding that emerged from the interviews was that many participants had

left their places of origin in order to escape queer antagonism and had migrated to

large urban centers such as Vancouver, British Columbia, and Toronto, Ontario, in
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hopes of finding a more open and accepting environment. Several participants

expressed that they had reason to fear being rejected, abandoned, or targeted for

violence due to their sexual identities. For example, Participant 34, a thirty-year-old

sex worker and client, explained why he moved from a suburb into the city, ‘‘I lived

in Langley. There’s not very many nice people there. For gay men. That’s why I left

when I was seventeen.’’ In another example, when Participant 23, a fifty-four-year-

old client and former sex worker, was asked if he always identified as bisexual, he

responded:

When I was at home no. Not a frigging chance. I lived in Alberta with parents that were

extremely rednecked. They’d probably hung me on a tree somewhere . . . I’m serious. It

was that backwards there.

Similarly, participant 32, a twenty-eight-year-old client and former worker,

described what it was like growing up in Alberta:

I was gay and Alberta was like the worst place to live . . . I was born in like, you know,

in the late 80s. So by like 1990, I was like, already figured out who I was and, by 1999 I

was like I gotta get outta here because it was just too dangerous.

Therefore, lacking the resources or support to combat harassment and violence and

to ensure their safety, many participants felt that they had to leave their places of

origin. Several participants reported that they migrated to large urban centers in

order to find a more open and accepting environment:

I heard about the West Coast [British Columbia] and how it was more gay friendly than

Calgary so. That’s why I moved out here initially. (participant 15, forty-two-year-old

sex worker)

I came out a little bit later when I first got to Toronto. I knew I was gay from the

start, right? I just like, my younger brother came out of the closet when I was like

thirteen and my parents harsh disowned him and he ended up committing suicide right?

So I was like . . . if you guys don’t ask me no questions I tell you no lies type thing, you

know? But when I first came to Toronto and that’s when I really felt like this is my

home, like I can be who I wanna be and not, not be scolded for it, you know? So about a

year after I got to Toronto I came out. (participant 44, fifty-two-year-old sex worker)

The presence of a relatively large, visible, and active queer community was another

factor in participants’ migration to urban centers:

Being gay it was a lot easier [in Vancouver], more accepted. Um easier for me to—I felt

more comfortable. You know. Because there was a gay society out here. And in

Saskatchewan I mean gay society’s like, three people in the corner. (participant 13,

forty-four-year-old sex worker)
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I moved out when I was twenty-one . . . I just wanted to be um, closer to all the gays.

(participant 9, twenty-seven-year-old sex worker)

Despite the challenges of settling in a new city, building connections, finding

employment, and being economically self-sufficient, many participants felt more

at ease and had a greater sense of well-being in the cities where they reported it was

safer to be queer:

I was just glad to be in the city. It’s like a relief. (participant 9, twenty-seven-year-old

sex worker)

Discussion

Our study sought to explore the experiences of men and trans individuals in the sex

industry. It is one of only a handful of studies in this field that utilizes community-

based research methods, including men sex workers in all stages of the research

process in order to ensure that the research reflects the lived experiences of sex

workers and remains accountable to the community. We found that a high degree of

variation of sexual and gender identities exists among men and trans sex workers.

For many, sex work facilitated the expression and exploration of stigmatized aspects

of their identities. In some cases, sex work was the only environment available in

which to do this. Essential context for this is provided by our third finding: that

several participants had migrated from rural areas to large urban centers in search of

an environment accepting enough to allow them to exist without hiding their iden-

tities or living in constant fear of violence. These migration narratives illustrate the

marginalization of minority gender and sexual identities, underscoring the impor-

tance of environments in which individuals can explore these identities. Our findings

also showed a great deal of movement between the categories of selling and buying

sex, which disrupts the narrative of workers as universally oppressed and clients as

universally oppressive. While this overlap has been documented in other studies

(Hall 2007; Koken et al. 2005), it remains understudied and undertheorized. It is

possible that involvement in the sex industry in one capacity would increase an

individual’s familiarity with the industry as a whole, making participation in another

capacity more accessible. However, further research would be needed to gain a more

accurate understanding of any correlation between selling and buying sexual

services.

Significantly, of the sixty-one participants in CHAPS, forty-five (73.8 percent)

identified as a gender or sexual minority, and among that group, there was a great

deal of diversity in individuals’ understandings and identifications of their gender

and sexuality. This finding is supported by sociological research on gender, which

has begun to investigate differences in the gender expressions of populations once

assumed to be monolithic, such as cis men (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005;

Diamond and Butterworth 2008). Connell (2002) demonstrates that, in fact, multiple
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diverse masculinities containing a high degree of complexities exist across cultures

and social groups. The diversity of gender identity and expression is also well

documented in the literature on trans identity (Levitt and Ippolito 2014; Lombardi

2009). Lombardi (2009) argues that identity labels for gender-variant people, such as

‘‘transgender,’’ obfuscate the high degree of variation in the genders and experiences

of this population. Further, this variation is not reflected in legal, medical, and

political institutions, which still largely treat gender as a binary, recognizing only

the categories of man and woman without regard to the diversity among those who

are legally assigned to each category (Trans PULSE 2011). The majority of social

science research similarly assumes this binary (Westbrook and Saperstein 2015).

Little research has been done on the role of gender identity and expression in shaping

the sex work experiences of nonbinary people; however, some scholars have begun

to investigate the impact of diverse gender expressions on men sex worker’s lives.

For instance, Logan (2010) found that men sex workers whose gender expressions

more closely conformed to hegemonic conceptions of masculinity (i.e., dominant,

aggressive, and physically strong) earned more money for their services, and Mini-

chiello, Scott, and Callander (2015) examined the ways in which men sex workers

challenge prevailing notions of masculinity.

More attention has been paid in sex work literature to sexual diversity among men

sex workers (Allman 1999; Kaye 2003; Walby 2012). There has been consistent

evidence that a high percentage of men sex workers report attractions to more than

one gender, as 55.6 percent of the participants in our study did; however, bisexual

identity is often subsumed in analysis of homosexuality in sex work literature and

queer theory alike, despite the potential of bisexuality to challenge notions of sexual

binarism, or even the primacy of gender or biological sex in driving sexual desire

(Gammon and Isgro 2006). This is particularly concerning in light of evidence that

bisexual persons may face particular forms of discrimination and stigma that nega-

tively impact their health (Miller et al. 2007). Our findings add to this evidence, as

some participants reported experiencing stigma and exclusion based not solely on

their same-gender attractions but on their attractions to multiple genders.

Our study shows that some individuals utilize sex work in order to express and

explore stigmatized aspects of their identities; this finding disrupts the narrative that

sex work is monolithically oppressive, and sex work experiences are uniformly

negative for sex workers. This finding can be understood in the context of the

literature on trans individuals’ experiences of sexual relationships, which documents

the important role sexual experiences can play for some trans people in exploring

and validating their gender and sexual identities (Levitt and Ippolito 2014; Crosby

and Pitts 2007; Schleifer 2006). Additionally, it has been documented that some

trans women sex workers experienced some sexual interactions with clients as

‘‘identity affirming’’ (Weinberg, Shaver, and Williams 1999; Poteat et al. 2015;

Sevelius 2013). In contrast, there are few studies that document the sexualities and

gender identities of men and other trans sex workers, and how those identities shape

experiences of sex work. However, there is some precedence for this finding in the
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literature on men’s sex work in Canada. Allman (1999) reported that a handful of

studies have found that some young men are drawn to sex work because of the

opportunity it presents to explore and develop their sexual identities, while connect-

ing with other men who are engaged in the same process. Further, the work of

Allman and Koken et al. (2004) supports our finding that clients of men sex workers

similarly engage in the sex industry in part to explore stigmatized aspects of their

sexuality. Walby (2012) also documented the range of encounters that men sex

workers have with clients, including experiences of exploration and friendship that

defy conventional sexual scripts.

Finally, several participants in our study reported that they experienced significant

levels of queer antagonism while growing up in rural areas. Participants recounted

experiences of hostility and abuse, perpetrated by family members, peers, and strangers,

based on their nonconformance to standards of heterosexuality or masculinity. The

effect of this stigma on queer and trans youth, including suicidality, depression, anxiety,

posttraumatic stress, and substance abuse, has been well documented (Dysart-Gale

2010; Saewyc 2011; Veale et al. 2015). Studies have also explored the particular

experiences of queer and trans youth in rural areas, where geographic isolation, social

conservatism, and in particular, heterosexist and cissexist attitudes combine to create

environments that are often inhospitable to lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer, ques-

tioning, and others (LGBTQþ) and two spirit youth, denying them open environments

in which to explore their developing identities (Galliher, Rostosky, and Hughes 2004;

Teengs and Travers 2006; Cohn and Leake 2012; Ristock, Zoccole, and Passante 2010;

Poon and Saewyc 2009). Our findings demonstrate the consequences of these stigma-

tizing environments for some, as our participants reported leaving their places of origin

and migrating to large urban centers in search of more open environments in which to

explore and express their genders and sexualities, and find communities that share these

identities. This finding is supported by studies that have documented migration as a

strategy utilized by two spirit youth in order to find accepting environments (Teengs and

Travers 2006; Ristock, Zoccole, and Passante 2010).

Policy Implications

Canada implemented new sex work laws in 2014. Bill C-36, known as the Protection

of Communities and Exploited Persons Act, relies on a paradigm of sex work

described by Walby (2012) as prohibitionism, which conceptualizes sex work as

inherently exploitative, necessarily constituting a form of violence against women.

Our study disrupts this paradigm, most basically because it undermines the assump-

tion that all sex workers are women. In fact, studies have estimated that men sex

workers make up anywhere between 10 percent and 54 percent of sex workers

(Allman 1999). Further, our findings clearly demonstrate that people do sex work

for a variety of reasons, have diverse experiences in the industry, and have more

diverse identities than is typically recognized. Our study therefore supports calls for

a repeal of C-36, and the crafting of laws that more accurately represent the reality of
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sex work and address the barriers to health care and safety that sex workers expe-

rience in the context of criminalization (Shannon et al. 2015; Deering et al. 2014;

World Health Organization 2012; Amnesty International 2015). This is particularly

necessary in the context of Canada’s long history of enacting policies that both

intentionally and unintentionally harm Indigenous peoples. In accordance with the

Calls to Action issued by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada

(2015), policies that contribute to health inequities experienced by Indigenous peo-

ples must be reexamined and changed. Given that Indigenous people are vastly

overrepresented in jails and prisons in Canada (The Correctional Investigator of

Canada 2014), as well as in our sample of sex workers, it is essential to take specific

measures to include and center the voices and experiences of Indigenous sex workers

in policy discussions.

Our study also supports literature that demonstrates the negative impact of homo-

phobia and transphobia on youth and adds to the existing body of evidence demon-

strating the particular difficulties faced by youth in rural areas. Sexual and gender

minority youth in rural areas would therefore benefit from services designed to help

them cope with experiences of exclusion, stigma and violence, such as Internet

outreach programs that could provide information about sexual and mental health,

access to counselling through chatrooms, referrals to local services, and the oppor-

tunity to connect with LGBTQþ and two spirit peers across geographic locations.

Significantly, the anonymity of the Internet would allow youth to participate without

publicly identifying themselves as LGBTQþ or two spirit (Hallett et al. 2007).

Transitional services for sexual and gender minorities, particularly Indigenous-led

services for two spirit youth who may have more difficulty finding support (Scheim

et al. 2013), are needed for migrants who have recently arrived in urban centers in

order to ensure that they are able to find safe ways to meet their basic needs. Finally,

homophobia and transphobia, in all the ways they show up in our society, must be

challenged in order to eliminate the stigma and associated negative health outcomes

experienced by minority populations.

Limitations

This study is one of a handful that examines the experiences of gender and sexual

minority men and trans people engaged in sex work. Our sample consisted of men

and trans sex workers and clients in Vancouver, British Columbia, and may not be

generalizable to samples of other men and trans people engaged in sex work.

Recruitment materials for CHAPS invited participation from ‘‘self-identified men.’’

While the language of self-identification implies trans-inclusiveness, individuals

who identify outside of the gender binary may have been less likely to respond.

Also, because our data were based on self-reporting, there may be response biases.

Because most research has failed to examine the unique experiences of people who

are attracted to multiple genders, future research should investigate the particular

issues and challenges faced by this population. Given the overrepresentation of
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Indigenous people in our sample, future research would benefit from Indigenous-led

studies that explicitly explore men and trans sex workers’ experiences of colonialism

and racism.

Conclusion

In summary, this research was rooted in community-based methods and guided by

community partners, including men sex workers. By centering the lived experiences

and voices of gender and sexual minority sex workers, we have demonstrated that

the gender and sexual identities of men and trans people exist across a much wider

spectrum than previous research has generally acknowledged. In particular, the

participation of two spirit sex workers and clients in this study constitutes a dis-

tinctive contribution to knowledge. Further, we have shown that the sex work

experiences of men and trans workers are more diverse than previously acknowl-

edged. In contrast to narratives that depict sex work as uniformly harmful for

workers, our research clearly shows that some sexual and gender minorities find

unique opportunities through sex work to explore and express their identities. The

value of these opportunities is underscored by the narratives among workers and

clients in our study who reported migrating in search of spaces that allow them to

participate in expression and exploration of their identities. As our study illus-

trates, men and trans sex workers have a great deal to contribute to the body of

knowledge on sex work. In order to address ongoing social and health inequities, it

is essential to center the voices of Indigenous LGBTQþ and two spirit sex workers

in the creation of evidence-based policy that better reflects the lived experiences of

marginalized groups.
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Note

1. While much of the literature refers to ‘‘female’’ or ‘‘male’’ sex workers, this language

refers to biological sex and can lead to inappropriate categorization of trans people (e.g.,

the categorization of trans women sex workers as ‘‘male sex workers’’). Because we are

interested in the way gender shapes lives and sex work experiences, we use language that

identifies gender identity—‘‘women sex workers’’ and ‘‘men sex workers.’’
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