ADDRESSING MISCONCEPTIONS:
Prostitution
In Chicago alone, up to 25,000 women and children are involved in the sex industry every year. Far from
choosing this life, most of these women are coerced into prostitution through force, emotional pressure, or
financial desperation. When this happens, they enter an industry sustained through violence and exploitation.

Misconception:

REALITY:

Prostitution is a victimless
crime.

Portraying prostitution as a victimless crime ignores the considerable amount of research that exposes the sex
trade’s many victims, from prostituted and exploited children to women trafficked across the country or even the
world. The link between human trafficking and prostitution is undeniable. Many individuals involved in the sex
trade in the United States meet the federal definition of a victim of trafficking, 1  and the U.S. State Department has
stated that most victims of sex trafficking within the United States are women and children, particularly girls under
the age of 18. 2 Studies of women in prostitution in the United States have agreed with this finding. In one study,
79% of women surveyed gave an indication that they were in prostitution due to some degree of force, such as
kidnapping or violence by a pimp. 3  Another study found that of the women and girls interviewed, 50% reported
being kidnapped by pimps; 76% reported beatings by pimps; and 79% reported beatings by customers. 4 Whether
they have been brought from across the world or coerced into prostitution in their own city by a boyfriend-turnedpimp, the fact remains that a significant number of prostituted women and children are victims of a heinous crime.
For the thousands of victims of human trafficking who are forced onto the streets or into strip clubs, escort services,
massage parlors, calling prostitution a victimless crime is akin to calling rape and slavery harmless.

Misconception:

REALITY:

Women involved in prostitution make a lot of money.

A power imbalance exists in the act of prostitution. Money is exchanged, yet the act of prostitution usually requires
an individual involved in the sex trade to submit to the demands of the buyer. To refuse these demands usually
leads to physical and sexual violence against the woman who is being prostituted. As reported in one study in
Chicago, women in prostitution cited “johns” as the most frequent perpetrators of violence, including rapes and
beatings. 5 The fact that money is exchanged does not negate this abuse and exploitation that many prostituted
women and children experience.
Moreover, though some men do pay large amounts of money to purchase sex, it is rare that prostituted women
are allowed to keep a significant amount of that money. Most of the money is taken by her pimp or “madam,” the
brothel or strip club owner, or others who have control over her earnings. One study of 222 women in the sex trade
in Chicago found that 44-50% gave the money they make in prostitution to someone else, and 79% believe they
would be harmed if they stopped. 6  In another study involving former pimps, four of the five pimps surveyed said
that the girls and women they controlled did not keep any of the money they made. 7 In the organized industries,
40% went to the escort business and the girls earned 60%. However, the girls and women were required to give
most, if not all, of their share to the pimp. Those who were allowed to keep some of the money retained as little as
10% for themselves. As one former pimp explained, “You can’t control your stable if you allow your ho’s [sic] to keep
a dime of the money.” 8
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ADDRESSING MISCONCEPTIONS:
Prostitution
Misconception:

REALITY:

Prostitution is just
another job.

Prostitution, when viewed in the context of employment, is fundamentally different from any other work setting
because of the high levels of violence and danger involved. People in prostitution face a “workplace” homicide rate
51 times higher than the next most dangerous job for women (working in a liquor store). 9  Moreover, no legitimate
job lists its acceptable “occupational hazards” as rape, sexual assault, torture, and homicide. Even countries that have
legalized prostitution recognize that it is unlike any other “job.” For instance, the Australian occupational safety
guidelines recommend that women entering prostitution take classes in self defense and hostage negotiation
skills.10  In other work situations, employees would never be expected to tolerate the physical, mental, and sexual
violence and abuse endemic in prostitution.

Misconception:

REALITY:

We need prostitution to
prevent rape.

No evidence exists to support the claim that women not involved in the sex trade would somehow be more protected from rape and sexual violence if prostitution were more tolerated. In fact, a study conducted by the Chicago
Alliance Against Sexual Exploitation of 113 men who purchase sex in Chicago showed that men who buy sex are
often also perpetrators of violence. In this study, 27% of these men acknowledged that they had committed sexually coercive acts against women. An additional 19% admitted to committing rape. The study also found that men
who use women in prostitution frequently justify the rape of women both in and outside of the sex industry. 11
Additionally, the frequency in which prostituted women and children themselves suffer rape and sexual assault
quickly negates the notion that acceptance of prostitution would prevent rape. For example, one study of women
in the sex trade found that 78% of them were raped an average of 16 times a year by their pimps (usually to assert
their control over these women) and an additional 33 times a year by “johns.” 12

Misconception:

REALITY:

Prostitution is usually glamorous, like high-class escorts at
expensive hotels.

Prostitution is rarely glitzy and glamorous. For the vast majority of individuals involved in the sex trade, prostitution
is defined by violence, abuse, and trauma. A 2002 study of prostituted women in Chicago found that, regardless of
whether their prostitution occurred on the streets, in drug houses, or in hotels, most of the women had experienced
physical violence, with customers being most frequently identified as the perpetrators of this violence.13 This study
found that 82% of the women surveyed had been physically assaulted and 83% had been threatened with a deadly
weapon, and 21% of women in escort services, which are often portrayed as more “glamorous,” reported being
raped more than ten times. 14  
In another study, 79% of the prostituted women reported being physically assaulted by their customers, and 76%
reported regular beatings by their pimps. 15 Still another study, in San Francisco, found that 70% of the 200 women
and girls surveyed reported being sexually assaulted an average of 31 times by “johns,” and 65% of them reported
being physically abused or beaten at least four times.16  Moreover, women and children involved in prostitution,
whether the prostitution takes place indoors or on the street, suffer from high rates of mental and physical health
problems, including exhaustion, frequent viral illness, sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), vaginal infections, backaches, depression, eating disorders, cervical cancer, and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).17 All of these facts are
underscored by the FBI’s estimate that a woman’s average life expectancy is only seven years after the date of entry
into prostitution, with HIV/AIDS and homicide being the main causes of death.18
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