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Abstract

Introduction There is a growing interest in legislation and policies regarding sex work in the European Union and a debate
between two opposite perspectives: prostitution is a form of gender violence or a work lacking legal and social recognition.
This review aims to develop an integrative synthesis of literature regarding the impact of prostitution policies on sex workers’
health, safety, and living and working conditions across EU member states.

Methods A search conducted at the end of 2020 in bibliographic databases for quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods
peer-reviewed research, and grey literature published between 2000 and 2020 resulted in 1195 initial references eligible
for inclusion. After applying the selection criteria, 30 records were included in the review. A basic convergent qualitative
meta-integration approach to synthesis and integration was used. The systematic review is registered through PROSPERO
(CRD42021236624).

Results Research shows multiple impacts on the health, safety, and living and working conditions of sex workers across the EU.
Conclusions Evidence demonstrates that criminalisation and regulation of any form of sex work had negative consequences
on sex workers who live in the EU in terms of healthcare, prevalence and risk of contracting HIV and STIs, stigmatisation and
discrimination, physical and sexual victimisation, and marginalisation due to marked social inequalities, for both nationals and
migrants from outside the EU.

Policy Implications The evidence available makes a strong case for removing any criminal laws and other forms of sanctioning
sex workers, clients, and third parties, which are prevalent in the EU, and for decriminalisation. There is a need for structural
changes in policing and legislation that focus on labour and legal rights, social and financial inequities, human rights, and
stigma and discrimination to protect cis and transgender sex workers and ethnical minorities in greater commitment to reduce
sex workers’ social inequalities, exclusion, and lack of institutional support. These measures could also positively impact
reducing and monitoring human trafficking and exploitation.

Keywords Sex workers - Prostitution - European Union - Legislation - Policy impact

Introduction

In recent decades, in Europe Union (EU) and worldwide, the
discussions about sex work exacerbated, and many countries
changed their legislation. However, contrary to what would
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be expected, these discussions and changes were not based on
scientific evidence (Outshoorn, 2018; Wagenaar & Jahnsen,
2018). This meant that policies are often made in the name of
moral and ideological stances, with little concern about their
impact on sex workers.

Nevertheless, many studies indicate that the legislation
has different impacts on the health, safety, and living and
working conditions of sex workers. For example, the laws
criminalising sex workers have been recognised by scholars
as having a huge impact on the health, safety, and human
rights of sex workers (e.g. Armstrong, 2017; Deering et al.,
2014; Platt et al., 2018; Shannon et al., 2015; Vanwesen-
beeck, 2017). The idea that decriminalising sex work can
assure safer working conditions and guarantee human rights
has also been supported by many agencies, like UNFPA
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(United Nations Population Fund), UN Women (United
Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment
of Women), UNAIDS (Joint United Nations Programme
on HIV/AIDS), and UNDP (United Nations Development
Programme); and relevant human rights and anti-trafficking
organisations, such as Human Rights Watch, Amnesty Inter-
national, and La Strada International (Macioti & Geymonat,
2016; Macioti et al., 2022; TAMPEP, 2015).

Another problem is related to the lack of research in some
areas. Although there is already an extensive and robust
body of research on prostitution internationally, if we focus
on investigations on specific aspects and geographies and if
we only look at peer-reviewed studies, we find several gaps.
More specifically, we have found little research on the leg-
islative models and policies regarding sex work in the EU,
particularly their impact on sex workers’ health, safety, and
living and working conditions in EU member states.

Regarding prostitution laws, the 27 EU countries are
diverse, ranging from countries that almost fully crimi-
nalise this activity to countries that regulate it and allow
it to be exercised as a profession. Even in the context of
countries that regulate the activity, some do so through
criminal laws, others through licensing systems. This not
only means a lack of consensus but also sheds light on the
issue’s complexity. For example, we find many typolo-
gies based on different concepts or emphasising different
aspects when classifying and grouping the diverse legis-
lative approaches, from the most common typology that
divides them into prohibitionist, abolitionist, or regula-
tions to classifications using other concepts as criminalisa-
tion, legalisation, and decriminalisation. The expressions
are so many (e.g. criminalisation, neo-criminalisation,
regulation, legalisation, licensing, decriminalisation, abo-
litionism, neo-abolitionism) and are defined, combined,
and applied in different ways that sometimes it becomes
difficult to use them as analytical categories and clas-
sification devices (Ostergren, 2017). The classification
of legislative models related to sex work adopted in the
present study involves two broad legislative categories of
approaching prostitution: “Criminalisation” and “Regu-
lation”. These categories seem consistent, consider the
law’s effects on sex work, and condense what appears
to be the legislator’s or policy regime’s goal, providing
a valuable tool for examining the various laws (Oliveira
et al., 2020). Within the “Criminalisation” category, we
include two subcategories considering both partial crimi-
nalisation regimes: “Criminalisation and other forms of
legal sanctioning of sex workers” and “Criminalisation
and other forms of legal sanctioning of third parties and/
or clients but not sex workers”. Table 1 describes the cat-
egories and subcategories and indicates which countries
we included in each. However, we should mention a third
legislative category for which we had not found any EU

country when conducting this study: “Decriminalisation”.
According to this category, sex work is considered a regu-
lar profession, and there is an abolition of all criminal
laws aimed explicitly at prostitution. However, there may
be some regulation according to labour laws. The country
which is a reference when it comes to decriminalising sex
work is New Zealand. Although the New Zealand case
has more recently come to be defined as “partial decrimi-
nalisation” (Macioti et al., 2022): The 2003 Prostitution
Reform Act that decriminalised sex work for New Zea-
land citizens and permanent residents excluded migrants
from its protection, and migrants can be deported if found
working as sex workers (Bennachie et al., 2021). In Bel-
gium, since 2022, prostitution has been decriminalised,
becoming the first country in the EU and Europe to do
so. Apropos this remark, it is also worth mentioning that
legislative changes have occurred in some countries dur-
ing the time interval defined for this literature review, i.e.
between 2000 and 2020. Such are, for example, the cases
of France (in 2016, it became criminalised the demand for
paid sex), Finland (since 2003, selling or buying sexual
services in public places is criminalised, although prostitu-
tion is not a crime), or Spain (the general law remained the
same, but there were some changes at the Municipalities'
level). Thus, depending on the dates of the investigations
included in the literature review, this can be reflected in
the obtained data.

Systematic literature reviews are relevant for several rea-
sons. Research is guided by different paradigms, methodo-
logical options, and objectives which may lead to inconsist-
ent or contradictory results. Furthermore, scientific research
sometimes contains methodological inconsistencies, is car-
ried out with non-representative samples, and may incur
abusive generalisations, contributing to conclusions without
strong empirical support (Wagenaar et al., 2017; Weitzer,
2005). This is the problem with using single studies as they
can often be biased, methodologically flawed, highly time
context—dependent and the results can be misinterpreted and
misrepresented (Wilson & Petticrew, 2008). Whether made
by the research authors or third parties, these misinterpreta-
tions and misrepresentations may not be immune to the ideo-
logical debate on this topic. As Weitzer (2005) defended, in
no other domain of social sciences has knowledge been so
ideologically contaminated. Thus, it is relevant and urgent to
conduct systematic reviews that can inform policies aimed
at people involved in the sex trade. Since systematic reviews
aim to identify, evaluate, and summarise the findings of all
relevant individual studies (Centre for Reviews and Dissemi-
nation, 2001), it becomes a very useful tool for informing
policymakers.

A preliminary search of databases (JBI Database of
Systematic Reviews, the Cochrane Database of Systematic
Reviews, and Google scholar) has been undertaken and

@ Springer
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found four systematic reviews that studied the relationship
between policy and sex workers’ health (Footer et al., 2016;
Ma et al., 2017; Platt et al., 2018; Shannon et al., 2015)
and one that studied the link between policies and violence
towards sex workers (Deering et al., 2014), that covered
very few EU countries. To our knowledge, this is the first
systematic review to address the link between EU policies
towards sex work and the health, safety, and living and work-
ing conditions of sex workers in the EU member countries.

Therefore, the present study was conducted to synthesise
the available scientific evidence and grey literature on the
subject. Specifically, our research views to answer the fol-
lowing questions: (1) How do prostitution policies in differ-
ent EU member states impact the health, safety, and living
and working conditions of sex workers? and (2) What are the
opportunities and constraints posed by these different types
of policies on the lives of sex workers?

Methods

This systematic review was designed using the Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic review and Meta-Analyses
(PRISMA) guidelines (Moher et al., 2009) and the Johanna
Briggs Institute guidelines for systematic reviews (Aromataris
& Munn, 2020). Mixed studies reviews can provide compre-
hensive, rich, and practical information about complex phe-
nomena capable of informing policies rigorously (Pluye &
Hong, 2014; Frantzen & Fetters, 2016). The protocol was
registered with the international prospective register of sys-
tematic reviews (PROSPERO CRD42018105225) (Lemos &
Oliveira, 2021).

Search Strategy and Inclusion Criteria

A systematic search of peer-reviewed research articles and
grey literature was conducted. Grey literature (evidence not
published in commercial publications, such as academic
papers, research reports, or conference papers) can con-
tribute to systematic reviews by reducing publication bias,
increasing reviews’ scope, and providing a more compre-
hensive view of the evidence available (Paez, 2017). Data-
bases such as PsycINFO, Web of Science, Scopus, Psychol-
ogy and Behavioral Sciences Collection, Academic Search
Ultimate, and Sociology Search Ultimate were searched for
peer-reviewed quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods
studies. Sources of unpublished studies and grey literature
included Open Grey, Google Scholar, Research for Sex
Work, Open Society Foundation, and TAMPEP websites.
The search was limited to studies in English, Portuguese,
French, and Spanish, published between 2000 and 2020. It
used controlled vocabulary combinations to identify articles

that included terms from each of these domains: sex work
AND policy OR legislation AND health OR safety OR liv-
ing and working conditions. The words in the titles and
abstracts of relevant articles were used to develop a full
search, and reference lists of relevant studies were hand-
searched for additional published or unpublished work.

The inclusion criteria were determined a priori in terms
of PICo (Population, Phenomena of interest, Context).
This review considered studies that included adult cis and
transgender sex workers and investigated the association
between EU member states’ legal frameworks and sex work-
ers’ experiences and perceptions concerning health (which
includes access to healthcare, physical health, such as inci-
dence of diseases such as HIV and other sexuality transmit-
ted infections (STIs), and mental health), safety (including
multiple forms of violence, social stigma, and police protec-
tion), and living and working conditions in the 27 EU mem-
ber states. We define a sex worker as someone who receives
money or goods in exchange for sexual services and partici-
pates in the sex trade consciously and voluntarily (Weitzer,
2000). This review considered peer-reviewed studies and
grey literature involving quantitative, qualitative, and mixed
methods studies. Inclusion criteria for quantitative research
considered studies that examined the impact or associations
of different EU policies on prostitution on the health, safety,
and living and working conditions of sex workers, and there
were no restrictions on study design, study duration, follow-
up period, intervention strategies, and control condition or
on who delivered the intervention. Inclusion criteria for
qualitative research considered studies that explored sex
workers’ perspectives on how the different prostitution poli-
cies have shaped their experiences in terms of health, safety,
and living and working conditions. Studies published from
2000 to, 2020 were included as this timeframe coincides
with the change in policies related to prostitution, namely
the implementation, in 1999, of the Swedish Model, which
was later adopted in other countries of the EU, and which
has sparked growing debate and research (Table 2).

Study Selection and Methodological Quality
Assessment

Following the search, all identified citations were loaded
into Endnote X9, and duplicates were removed. Two inde-
pendent reviewers selected the documents in a two-step
process. First, titles and abstracts were screened for assess-
ment against the inclusion criteria for the review. Potentially
relevant studies were retrieved in full and assessed in detail
against the inclusion criteria by both reviewers using Rayyan
QCRI software.

All studies considered eligible for inclusion were assessed
for methodological quality using the Mixed Methods

@ Springer
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Table 2 Inclusion and exclusion
criteria

Criteria

Inclusion

Exclusion

Time period
Language
Population

Phenomenon of interest

Context

Type of study

2000-2020
Portuguese, English, French, Spanish

Sex workers

EU member states

Before 2000
Other languages
Not sex workers

Policies and health, safety, living and working -
conditions

Non-EU member states

Qualitative, quantitative, mixed methods -

Appraisal Tool (MMAT) (Pluye et al., 2011; Hong et al.,
2018), and grey literature was critically appraised using the
Authority, Accuracy, Coverage, Objectivity, Date, and Sig-
nificance checklist (AACODS) (Tyndall, 2010) (Tables 3
and 4). Any disagreements between the reviewers at each
stage of the study selection process were resolved through
discussion in deliberation sessions.

Data Extraction and Analysis

Quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods documents
were then segregated and categorised into Qual and Quan,
and data were extracted from studies included in the
review by two independent reviewers into two summary
tables (Tables 3 and 4), using the JBI mixed methods
data extraction form (Lizarondo et al., 2020), to inform
researchers of the heterogeneity of the research papers
and grey literature. This included specific details about
context, legislative model, participants, methodology,
methods, the aim of the study, description of significant
findings, and any relevant conclusions relating to the
review questions.

This review used a basic convergent qualitative meta-
integration approach to data synthesis and integration, which
involved transforming quantitative data into “qualitised”
data, through narrative interpretation of the quantitative
results to respond directly to the review questions. Accord-
ing to Munn et al. (2014), this method has been developed
to deliver readily usable synthesised findings to inform
decision-making at the clinical or policy level.

Both qualitative data and “qualitized” data
(Quan =Qual) were subject to thematic analysis (Boyatzis,
1998) using NVIVO software (1.0), which involved a
hybrid deductive inductive approach (Fereday & Muir-
Cochrane, 2006) through the development of an initial
template of three broad categories (Health, Safety, and
Living and Working Conditions) based on the research
questions and subsequent coding. Within each theme,
attention was paid to patterns related to legal frameworks
according to the legislative classification adopted. The
analysis process and integration of findings were con-
ducted in four stages (through an intra-method analysis

@ Springer

and synthesis, informed by comparison of both datasets;
subsequent inter-method integration to respond to the
research questions; data arrangement; and drawing con-
clusions). According to Frantzen and Fetters (2016), this
iterative process ensures the final synthesis is based on
results from all types of studies and grey literature to cre-
ate new insights and knowledge.

Results

From a total of 1195 records identified, 30 were included
in the review. Eighteen studies (n=18) were included in
the synthesis of peer-reviewed literature (seven quantitative,
nine qualitative, and two mixed methods studies), and twelve
records (n=12) were included in the synthesis of grey lit-
erature (Fig. 1: PRISMA flow chart).

The peer-reviewed articles covered 18 EU countries
(Table 3). As for grey literature, the papers covered 23 coun-
tries of the EU (Table 4). None of the included literature
focused on Ireland or Malta. As for the type of legal frame-
works represented in this review, the studies are diverse:
15 peer-reviewed studies represented partial criminalisation
(without criminalising sex workers), five studies represented
regulation, and another two studies represented almost full
criminalisation (including sex workers).!

Within the three main theoretical themes, the following
core categories were identified: Restricted access to health-
care, Increased physical health risks, and Increased mental
health risks (Theme 1, Health); Relationship with police and
access to Justice, Increased financial, physical, and sexual
violence, Risks and inequalities related to stigma (Theme
2, Safety); and Changes in working conditions and spatial
displacement and Social inequalities and isolation (Theme
3, Living and working conditions) (full categories presented
in Table 5).

1 As can be seen in Table 3, some studies included more than one
country with different legal frameworks.
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Table 3 (continued)

Aim of the study

Method

Methodology

Sample/participants

Legislative model

Author/year/ MATT score/

context

Examine context-specific

Semi-structured interviews,

Qualitative

36 key stakeholders

Regulated

Tokar et al., 2020

skesfeskosksk

vulnerabilities of migrant female

sex workers from Belarus,

in-depth interviews and field
observations (2015-2017)

Netherlands

Moldova, Russia and Ukraine

and their access to HIV testing
compared to other EE, non-EU
migrant FSWs in Amsterdam,

The Netherlands
Characterise, understand and

Ethnography. Participant

Partially criminalised 108 women, men and Qualitative

Oliveira & Fernandes, 2017

skeskoskok sk

interpret various aspects of the

observation (2004-2005).

In-depth interviews

transgender street SW (field

social world of street SW and of

actors who are part of it

observation) + 28 female SW
and 4 female transgender SW

(interviews)

Portugal

Analyse how the “Swedish”

Economic model

Quantitative

Partially criminalised

Sonnabend & Stadtmann, 2019

skesfeskoksk

prostitution regime impacts

forced sex work

Sweden, other

Theme 1: Health
Restricted Access to Healthcare

Research showed that multiple factors restricted sex work-
ers’ access to proper healthcare. Criminalisation and police
enforcement interfered with sex workers’ right to health ser-
vices and information, particularly with preventing, testing,
and treating STIs and HIV (Amnesty International, 2016).
In countries where sex work is almost fully criminalised,
including sex workers, like Lithuania, Croatia, or Roma-
nia,” sex workers had minimal access to healthcare and HIV
prevention due to a lack of effective strategies to respond to
sex work settings becoming more mobile and clandestine, as
a result of the criminalisation of clients (TAMPEP, 2007).
Lack of comprehensive geographic, temporal, and sex work
setting coverage (Bulgaria and the Czech Republic), non-
recognition of labour rights, forcing sex workers to obtain
health insurance on grounds other than their sex work, lack
of information and knowledge about existing health services
(TAMPEP, 2007, 2009), and mental health problems (Le
Bail et al., 2019) were also barriers to access healthcare in
partially criminalised contexts. Evidence showed that two
main barriers to access healthcare for nationals in all legal
contexts were stigma and discrimination by healthcare pro-
viders (Oliveira & Fernandes, 2017). Criminalisation also
showed to have a negative impact on HIV prevention efforts,
specifically “End demand” policies, due to condom con-
fiscation and citations by police as evidence of sex work
offences (Amnesty International, 2016; Global Network of
Sex Work Projects [NSWP], 2018), fear of prejudices by
authorities, and lack of access to prevention services for the
majority of sex workers in Sweden (NSWP, 2018).

As for migrant sex workers from outside the EU, a con-
siderable part of the total number of sex workers in the
EU, policies concerning sex work and migration, and sex
workers’ immigration status are key predictors of their vul-
nerability, according to several studies (TAMPEP, 2007,

2 Prostitution in Romania was removed from the Criminal Code in
2014 (Reinschmidt, 2016; Romania Criminal Code, 2014). Since
then, sex workers can be sanctioned with vagrancy and other pub-
lic order laws (Institute of Development Studies, n.d.), and prostitu-
tion has been regarded as an administrative offence, being subjected
to a fine (Reinschmidt, 2016). If the fine is not paid, sex workers
must fulfil community service or an alternative term of imprison-
ment (Romania Criminal Code, 2014). Also, it is illegal to facilitate
prostitution or obtain economic benefits from it (Romania Criminal
Code, 2014). The legal text distinguishes between prostitution as
a means of main subsistence and satisfaction of basic needs and a
practice aimed at increasing income (Danet, 2018). In the first case,
prostitution is not criminalised but fined (Danet, 2018). The second
situation is excluded from the legal category of prostitution, is not
referenced in the Criminal Code, and is neither fined nor criminal-
ised (Barbu, 2013).
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Table4 AACODS checklist results for grey literature (n=12)

Author/year/context

Document type

Authority Accuracy Coverage Objectivity Date Significance

Aidsfonds, 2018

Netherlands

Amnesty International, 2016

Global

GAATW, 2018

Spain

NSWP, 2018

France, Sweden

Levy, 2013

Sweden

Le Bail et al., 2019

France

SWAN, 2009

Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia,
other

TAMPEP, 2010

Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Denmark,
Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy,
Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Poland, Portu-
gal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain

INDOORS, 2014

Austria, Bulgaria, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, Nether-
lands, Portugal, Spain

TAMPEP, 2007

Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Germany, Lithuania Poland, Roma-
nia, Denmark, France, other

TAMPEP, 2009

Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Denmark,
Greece, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy,
Lithuania, Latvia, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Poland, Portu-
gal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, others

TRANSCRIME, 2005

Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, France, Germany, Italy,
Lithuania, Poland, Spain, Sweden, The Netherlands

Policy report

Policy brief

Research report v v v v v v

v v v v v v

Research report v v v v v v

Conference paper v/ v v v v v
Research report v v v v v v

Research report v v v v v v

Research report v v v v v v

Research report v v v v v v

Research report v v v v v v

Research report v v v v v v

Research report v v v v v v

2009; Tokar et al., 2020; NSWP, 2018; Rios-Marin &
Torrico, 2017). These studies show that this population
faced even more hardships in accessing health services in
all legal contexts: many were not aware of existing health
services due to language barriers, had negative experiences
in their countries of origin related to healthcare provid-
ers, and feared providing information about their activi-
ties, keeping away from official records to avoid arrest or
deportation. HIV treatment and healthcare for non-health
insured and undocumented sex workers were unavailable
in multiple EU countries (e.g. Sweden, Romania, Czech
Republic, Bulgaria, Germany, The Netherlands, Denmark,
and Finland) (TAMPEP, 2007). In The Netherlands, a regu-
lation context, according to Tokar et al. (2020), govern-
ment organisations and municipal prostitution policies used
a combination of providing healthcare and several control
measures, which limited the accessibility of health ser-
vices for migrant sex workers. Also, the same study states

@ Springer

that focusing on regular check-ups and “supervision” of
licensed sex work spaces resulted in unlicensed spaces and
Internet-based sex workers falling below the radar since
they could not be included in the legal framework. Spatial
segregation and stigma, such as discriminatory treatment
or viewing migrant workers as trafficking victims, and self-
stigmatisation were also factors that discouraged migrant
workers from resorting to healthcare services (Rios-Marin
& Torrico, 2017; Oliveira & Fernandes, 2017; NSWP,
2018; Tokar et al., 2020) across contexts. As for factors
that facilitated migrant workers’ access to health in The
Netherlands, evidence shows that having a family, work-
ing in a venue, and trust in social services were protective
factors (Tokar et al., 2020). In countries like Bulgaria and
Portugal, reports showed that universal access to health-
care, part of government healthcare policies, was also a
facilitator for these sex workers (INDOORS, 2014). France
provided an example of the most comprehensive range of
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Fig.1 PRISMA flow diagram.
*Reasons: PICo (n=273);

date (n=9); idiom (n=2);
expert opinion/literature review
(n="T7); impossible to access
(n=3); duplicate grey literature
(n=10)

Records identified through database
searching
(n=1140)

Additional records identified through other sources:
Handsearched (n= 25)
Grey literature (n=30)

l

Records after duplicates removed
(n = 460)

l

Records screened
(n = 460)

A

Records excluded based on
reviewing the title and abstract:
(n=374) *

Full-text records assessed for
eligibility
(n=86)

!

Records included in the review
(n=30)

Full-text records excluded
(n=56)

Reasons:
PICo (n=31)

Wrong publication type (n =3)
Full text not available (n=7)
Not an original study (n=10)

Wrong study design (n=1)
Duplicate (n=2)
Study conducted before 2000

(n=1)
Does not specify methodology

l

l (n=1)

Studies included in synthesis of
peer-reviewed literature
(7 quantitative, 9 qualitative, 2
MM)
(n=18)

Studies included in synthesis of
grey literature

(n=12)

HIV prevention, counselling, testing, and treatment ser-
vices for undocumented migrants from any country in
Europe (TAMPEP, 2007).

Increased Physical Health Risks

Evidence showed that the effectiveness and fairness of
enforcement partially moderated the relationship between
sex work policy and HIV among sex workers. Reeves et al.
(2017) found that in countries where sex work was regulated,
HIV prevalence was lower than in countries where sex work
was criminalised. These authors demonstrated that where sell-
ing sex was legal, but brothels were not, there was less HIV
than in countries where sex work was criminalised, and this
association was stronger in countries that legalised profiting
from all forms of sex work (including brothels)—for example,
HIV prevalence was lower in Germany (where procurement
was legalised) than in Sweden (where the so-called Swedish

Model was in force). Another study, consisting of a theoreti-
cal economic model, pointed out that prohibition could effec-
tively reduce the number of infected individuals in the market,
but not the best policy to reduce harm (Immordino & Russo,
2015). Economic pressure, social exclusion, self-care prac-
tices, and less ability to negotiate with clients also increased
risks of HIV and STIs for national and migrant workers in
countries where sex work was partially criminalised but not
sex workers, like France, Spain, or Bulgaria (INDOORS,
2014; Le Bail et al., 2019; Oso, 2016; Rios-Marin & Torrico,
2017). In Sweden, HIV risk increased due to a lack of harm
reduction and effective condom distribution strategies (Levy,
2013; Levy & Jakobsson, 2014; NSWP, 2018). Research
also showed that police violence increased exposure to HIV
and STIs risks in countries where sex work was criminal-
ised through sex workers’ marginalisation and fear of arrest
and prosecution (Sex Workers’ Rights Advocacy Network
[SWAN], 2009; INDOORS, 2014; Reeves et al., 2017). In
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Table 5 Categories

Health Increased mental health risks

Increased physical health risks

Restricted access to healthcare

Safety Increased financial, physical, and sexual violence

Risks and inequalities related to stigma

Relationship with police and access to justice

Living and working Changes in working conditions and spatial displacement
conditions

Social inequalities

Financial pressure

Lack of social support and isolation
Stigma and stigma-related experiences
Violence increases mental health risk
Type of workplace

Change of type of clients

Increased HIV and STIs prevalence and risk
Social exclusion

Protective factors

Fear of being arrested

Lack of effective harm reduction strategies
Impact of stigma

Previous experiences

Legal status

Spatial segregation

Facilitators in accessing healthcare
Clients as perpetrators

Sexual exploitation and traficking

Risky work settings

Strategies to minimise violence

Financial violence

Institutional Violence

Self-stigmatisation

Sex work viewed as immoral

Stigma facilitates abuse

View of sex workers as victims

Type of policy influences citizen’s views of sex work
Strategies to avoid stigma

Distrust in police

Lack of police protection

Negative effects of policy reinforcement
Police harrassment and threats

Increased labour vulnerabilities
Confluence between labour and immigration policies
Changes in prices caused by restrictive policies
Impact on income declarations
Self-organisation strategies

Spatial displacement

Economic insecurity

Dificulties finding housing

Lack of institutional and social support

Strategies to face inequalities

partially criminalised (criminalisation of third parties and/or  Increased Mental Health Risks

clients but not sex workers) and regulatory contexts, where

there was a strict licensing system for HIV screening, more  Studies showed context was central to sex workers’ mental

severe screenings of sex workers implied more infected indi-  health in criminalisation and regulation frameworks. Stigma and
viduals in the illegal market and fewer in the legal market  stigma-related experiences were the most critical factors contrib-
(Immordino & Russo, 2015). uting to stress, burnout, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD),
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depression, depersonalisation, feelings of guilt, and low self-
esteem in sex workers in countries where sex work was crimi-
nalised or regulated (Pajnik & Radacic, 2020; Vanwesenbeeck,
2005; Villacampa & Tones, 2013). In Croatia, where sex work
was fully criminalised (including sex workers), public percep-
tions of prostitution that involved violence and exploitation were
projected onto sex workers and had a negative impact on their
mental health, causing feelings of self-contempt and guilt (Pajnik
& Radacic, 2020).

In The Netherlands, having experienced violence was
associated with greater PTSD, burnout, feelings of intru-
sion (Krumrei-Mancuso, 2017; Vanwesenbeeck, 2005), and
fear of police and authorities.

Regarding the impact of working conditions on mental
health, another factor contributing to increased burnout in sex
workers appears to be the lack of a worker-supportive organi-
sational context rather than the work itself, as Vanwesenbeeck
(2005) showed. Additionally, this author argued that deper-
sonalisation was explained by not working by choice and lack
of control in client interaction.

Workplaces also impacted sex workers’ mental health.
Evidence suggested engaging in street prostitution was
associated with PTSD (Vanwesenbeeck, 2005) and higher
levels of intrusion, avoidance, and hyperarousal than those
experienced by people who worked in brothels, from home,
or in a combination of settings that did not include working
outdoors (Krumrei-Mancuso, 2017).

Lack of clients and consequent increase in working time due
to financial pressure in the context of clients’ criminalisation
led to stress and extreme fatigue in France (Le Bail et al., 2019).

In Spain, migrant workers’ mental health was negatively
influenced by a lack of social support, fear of contracting STIs,
and financial pressure to provide to families abroad due to
municipal bans on street prostitution and stigma (Rios-Marin,
2016; Rios-Marin & Torrico, 2017; Villacampa & Tones, 2013).

Finally, female indoor sex workers in The Netherlands,
a regulation context, did not exhibit a higher level of work-
related emotional exhaustion or a lower level of work-
related personal competence than a comparison group of
female healthcare workers, according to Krumrei-Mancuso
(2017). This study found that not only their experience at
work threatened sex workers’ health, but the acceptance of
their professional choice in their private lives also appeared
particularly important. Having a sense of fair treatment from
others and self-acceptance were both associated with better
mental health and less PTSD (Vanwesenbeeck, 2005).

Theme 2: Safety
Relationship with Police and Access to Justice

Research showed that the relationship with the police and
the Justice system was marked by distrust, fear, violence, and

lack of protection in countries where sex work was crimi-
nalised (Oliveira & Fernandes, 2017; Tokar et al., 2020,
0Oso0, 2016; Levy & Jakobsson, 2014; Villacampa & Tones,
2013; Rios-Marin, 2016; Global Alliance Against Traffic
in Women [GAATW], 2018). The main reasons for police
distrust, evidenced by reviewed studies, were fear of being
sanctioned under city ordinances in Spain, where, according
to sex workers, fines were mainly aimed at women working
on the street and not so at clients (Villacampa & Tones,
2013); and fear of being evicted in Sweden, due to third-
party regulations, leading sex workers not to report violent
crimes, such as rapes, robberies, or beatings (Vuolajirvi,
2019). In Spain, most participants linked municipal ordi-
nances to a change in the role of the police, from protection
to control agents, since they were in charge of imposing
the fines provided by the civic ordinances (Villacampa &
Tones, 2013). Raids to arrest undocumented migrants from
outside the EU, particularly in brothels, created insecurity
among sex workers. Furthermore, none of the women inter-
viewed by Villacampa and Tones (2013) received counsel-
ling by police officers about the possibility of being directed
to social services so that they could be informed of the
resources available.

Studies also showed that harassment, beatings, and
threats by the police were common in criminalised contexts
(e.g. Slovakia) (SWAN, 2009; INDOORS, 2014; Amnesty
International, 2016).

Threats of deportation of third-country nationals in
Sweden were common, which justified migrant sex work-
ers’ fears of reporting crimes to the police since policies
towards prostitution and immigration laws were intertwined
in practice (Vuolajérvi, 2019). In Sweden, the police actively
enforced the Sex Purchase Act’ by checking the papers of
those who worked on the street, something that sex work-
ers perceived as a form of control and intimidation (Levy
& Jakobsson, 2014). According to sex workers, Swedish
police officers visited them at their homes, threatening and
forcing them to leave or accusing the owner of committing
a crime under third-party laws (Levy & Jakobsson, 2014;
Vuolajirvi, 2019). In Finland, the law that partially crimi-
nalises the buying of sexual services does not seem to have
had such negative consequences in the lives of people who
sold sex since buying was only criminalised if from a person
who was trafficked or pimped, so the police mainly enforced
the law through pimping and trafficking investigations and
convictions (Vuolajirvi, 2019). Research also showed that
sex workers restricted access to Justice was strongly linked
to the absence of legal recognition of commercial sex activi-
ties by the state (Oliveira & Fernandes, 2017).

3 The Sex Purchase Act is a law implemented in Sweden in 1999
criminalising the purchase of sexual services. Under this law, it is
illegal to buy sex but not to sell it.
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Increased Financial, Physical, and Sexual Violence

Evidence showed that sex workers were subjected to multi-
ple forms of violence in all legal contexts, but this was par-
ticularly true in criminalised contexts, where restriction of
measures concerning sex work brought important changes
with a negative impact on the type and intensity of violence
towards sex workers (INDOORS, 2014; Le Bail et al., 2019).
Although sex workers experienced at least one form of vio-
lence from different perpetrators (Vanwesenbeeck, 2005),
and clients were the main perpetrators of physical and sexual
violence in all contexts, including regulation contexts such
as Germany or The Netherlands (Aidsfonds, 2018), studies
indicated that the policies adopted in criminalisation contexts
had contributed to an increase in client violence towards cis
and transgender sex workers (Villacampa & Tones, 2013;
INDOORS, 2014; Levy, 2013; Levy et al., 2014; Oliveira &
Fernandes, 2017; Aidsfonds, 2018; NSWP, 2018; GAATW,
2018; Le Bail et al., 2019; Sonnabend & Stadtmann, 2019;
Vuolajirvi, 2019; Pajnik & Radacic, 2020).

As for financial violence (e.g. being robbed, not get-
ting paid, being financially coerced and excluded, like not
being able to open a bank account or being denied labour
or housing opportunities), reports showed that sex workers
faced financial inequalities and exclusion in regulated and
criminalised contexts, being this the most common type of
violence in Finland (INDOORS, 2014). In The Netherlands,
a regulated context, the main perpetrators of this type of
violence were clients, banks, bosses, employers, and opera-
tors (Aidsfonds, 2018). Financial pressure would undermine
sex workers’ safety at work, as sex workers, out of neces-
sity, feel coerced to take more risks when accepting clients
(Aidsfonds, 2018).

In contexts where sex workers were criminalised, like
Croatia, impunity for crimes committed against sex work-
ers has been observed since they were discouraged from
reporting them (Pajnik & Radacic, 2020). Evidence showed
penalising policies, such as “End demand” policies in France
or The Sex Purchase Act in Sweden, increased violence
risks, limiting the time sex workers had to negotiate terms
of sexual transactions and choose clients (NSWP, 2018; Le
Bail et al., 2019; Sonnabend & Stadtmann, 2019). The “End
demand” law may also have given rise to more risk-seeking
clients, which should affect the extent of violence against
sex workers and health risks caused by unsafe practices
(Sonnabend & Stadtmann, 2019).

Sex workers from Spain reported feeling safer in flats
(Villacampa & Tones, 2013). A study found that working in
clubs, window brothels, and street areas in The Netherlands
offered significant protective results (Aidsfonds, 2018).

Migrant workers were even more vulnerable to violence
in EU member states than national sex workers due to lack
of legal status, as perpetrators often assumed that they were
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less likely to report crimes of violence or robbery to the
police (TAMPEP, 2009).

As for the role of EU policies towards sex work in traffick-
ing and sexual exploitation, evidence suggested that crimi-
nalisation increased the risk of sex workers being trafficked
and exploited by third parties (Amnesty International, 2016;
Constantinou, 2016; INDOORS, 2014; Le Bail et al., 2019;
Oso0, 2016; Sonnabend & Stadtmann, 2019; Vuolajérvi, 2019),
what may constitute a situation of sexual slavery. In France,
exploitation did not decrease under the criminalisation of cli-
ents (Le Bail et al., 2019). In Bulgaria, dependence on third
parties caused by policing made sex workers more vulner-
able to abusive situations (INDOORS, 2014). In Cyprus, a
study analysing police records showed that laws aiming to
end sex trafficking and prostitution led to an increase in sexual
exploitation in houses and apartments and a decrease in sexual
exploitation in cabarets and pubs (Constantinou, 2016). Stud-
ies also showed possible negative impacts of the Swedish Sex
Purchase Act on sexual exploitation and trafficking. A drop
in prices caused by the decline in demand led to decreasing in
voluntary sex work, which was replaced by forced sex work-
ers; in Sweden, the immigration and third-party regulations
weakened trafficking victims’ safety: there was no way for
victims of trafficking to regularise themselves, which pre-
vented them from seeking help from officials in exploitative
situations (Vuolajérvi, 2019). Regarding violence in the traf-
ficking market, the TRANSCRIME (2005) report showed this
did not seem to be strictly dependent on the legislative model
on prostitution since other factors seemed to play a role, like
poverty and rate of unemployment, level of welfare between
countries of origin and destination, strict migration policies,
level of anti-trafficking measures of the country, the entrance
of new states in the EU, or cultural and linguistic similarities.
According to the same report, the exploitation of victims of
trafficking was equally violent outdoors and indoors, and, in
some countries, like Austria or Spain, the level of indoor vio-
lence was greater.

Some violence risk reduction strategies used by cis and
transgender sex workers in criminalised and regulation con-
texts were pretending to work with others, avoiding getting
into cars or avoiding working at home (Pajnik & Radacic,
2020), avoiding leaving the city centre, hiding money, hiding
occupation, always working at the same place (Oliveira &
Fernandes, 2017), or using online communication to report
cases of abuse or violence (NSWP, 2018).

Risks and Inequalities Related to Stigma

According to research, criminalisation reinforced stigma
through discriminatory practices by institutions and the
media, perpetuating and legitimising inequalities and fos-
tering violence. Research by Jonsson and Jakobsson (2017)
showed that citizens living in countries where the purchase
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of sex was criminalised, such as Sweden, were less tolerant
towards buying sex compared to citizens living in countries
where the purchase of sex was not criminalised. Also, the
same study suggests that citizens living in countries where
both buying sex and running a brothel were legal, like Ger-
many and The Netherlands, were more favourable towards
buying sex than citizens living in a country running a brothel
was illegal, like Spain, Denmark or France.

Sex workers were the victims of institutional violence
from social services, healthcare, and the Justice system, in
cases like Portugal or Sweden, where being a sex worker had
a strong influence, for example, in child custody decisions
(Levy & Jakobsson, 2014; Oliveira & Fernandes, 2017;
NSWP, 2018). In contexts that criminalised sex workers,
like Croatia, interviewees in the study by Pajnik and Radacic
(2020) reported that stigmatised views of sex work by some
assistance programs, views of sex work as violence against
women, even when they experienced victimisation, or views
of sex work as immoral contributed to further marginali-
sation and stigmatisation of their personal lives as well to
being afraid to speak in public. Despite criticising moral
double standards towards prostitution in Slovenia, Slove-
nian participants in the same study seemed less affected by
stigma and keener to define their work as legitimate.

Stigmatisation also facilitated abuse against sex work-
ers. Particularly in illegal environments, sex workers may
refrain from reporting crimes committed against them due
to stigma, illegality, and a climate of impunity on the cli-
ents, since often it is the sex workers themselves who end
up being prosecuted (Pajnik & Radacic, 2020). In The Neth-
erlands, where sex work was regulated, most sex workers
experienced stigma (Vanwesenbeeck, 2005), and migrant
sex workers from outside the EU associated greater stigma
with the dominant media discourse that most sex workers
were trafficking victims (Tokar et al., 2020). In Italy, reports
showed that the media released news systematically stigma-
tising sex workers, printed reports on laws and regulations
against sex work, and publicised police raids against sex
workers (INDOORS, 2014).

The stigma sex workers experienced fostered self-stigma-
tisation and feelings of shame (Villacampa & Tones, 2013),
which led them to hide their occupation from others, institu-
tions, and their families as a protection strategy (Villacampa
& Tones, 2013; Oliveira & Fernandes, 2017; Rios-Marin &
Torrico, 2017; AidsFonds, 2018; GAATW, 2018; Pajnik &
Radacic, 2020).

Theme 3: Living and Working Conditions
Changes in Working Conditions and Spatial Displacement

Evidence showed that changes to more restrictive policies
across all contexts had negative repercussions on work

conditions and work displacement (Giiven-Lisaniler et al.,
2005; TAMPEP, 2009; Villacampa & Tones, 2013; Levy &
Jakobsson, 2014; Oso, 2016; Rios-Marin, 2016; Oliveira &
Fernandes, 2017; Rios-Marin & Torrico, 2017; GAATW,
2018; Le Bail et al., 2019; Sonnabend & Stadtmann, 2019;
Pajnik & Radacic, 2020; Tokar et al., 2020).

In contexts that criminalised third parties or clients, stud-
ies showed that the absence of legal recognition led to poor
working conditions: although not illegal, sex work was nei-
ther recognised nor regulated as a profession (Boels, 2015;
Oliveira & Fernandes, 2017; Oso, 2016).

Sex work laws worked closely with migration laws, dev-
astatingly impacting the working conditions of migrant
sex workers from outside the EU (Oso, 2016; Rios-Marin,
2016; Villacampa & Tones, 2013). Although many had
legal residence permits in the countries where they work,
the fact that sex work is not recognised as a formal occupa-
tion made most sex workers not eligible to apply for a legal
work permit (TAMPEP, 2009). The municipal ban in Spain
and the consequent absence of legal protection led migrant
women from outside the EU to rely for protection on those
who viewed them as a source of profit, and brothel owners
and managers often threatened to report the women to the
authorities. Undocumented women had no rights as citi-
zens or workers in the EU, which increased social inequal-
ities and decreased control over work environments across
all contexts (INDOORS, 2014; Oso, 2016; Rios-Marin,
2016; TAMPEP, 2009; Villacampa & Tones, 2013). Stud-
ies also evidenced the role of the Swedish Sex Purchase
Act as seemingly being used as a tool to displace public
sex work (Levy & Jakobsson, 2014). In Cyprus, under the
legal framework introduced in 2000, konsomatrices,4 who
initially started to work voluntarily, ended up working in
conditions of servitude (Giiven-Lisaniler et al., 2005).

As for most fully criminalised contexts like Lithuania
or Romania, increased repression of sex work settings led
to the closing of brothels, clubs, and saunas, making more
women choose to work independently or shift to indoor
settings to avoid police harassment, was demonstrated by
the report by TAMPEP (2010). However, according to the
same report, migrant women’s work conditions, mainly in
illegal brothels, were also worsening. Legal norms influ-
enced perceptions of work, and criminalisation frame-
works forced sex workers to reorganise. While in Slovenia,

4 According to Giiven-Lisaniler et al. (2005), in legal terms, konso-
matrices are women paid to eat and drink with clients at a nightclub
and are not allowed to practice prostitution. However, the authors
add, they regularly engage in sex acts in exchange for money on the
nightclub premises and outside. In the same article, Giiven-Lisaniler
et al. also clearly explain the characteristics of this servitude, which
they call indentured servitude.
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the policy still allowed sex workers to associate with each
other as a business strategy, in Croatia and Italy, any form
of organising was criminalised, which led to social iso-
lation and increased violence risks (INDOORS, 2014;
Pajnik & Radacic, 2020). According to Pajnik and Radacic
(2020), the criminalisation of prostitution in Croatia seri-
ously affected street sex workers, who were targets of law
enforcement agents, particularly in Zagreb. These authors
have found that sex workers were often arrested and pun-
ished simply for standing in the street, while in Split,
police action was undercover and targeted flats. Therefore,
they argue, sex workers in both criminalisation contexts
were forced to find self-organisation strategies, such as
different strategies for advertising or alternative channels
and ways to attract clients. In Belgium, evidence showed
the lack of effectiveness of regulation and enforcement
on informal activities and sex workers’ choices: given the
restrictions regarding the regulation of prostitution, “back
doors” were used to control the sector (Boels, 2015).

Evidence showed that policies towards sex work also
influenced changes in prices across all contexts. Stud-
ies showed that in the last decade, in partial criminalisa-
tion contexts that do not criminalise sex workers, street
sex workers reported a significant drop in prices due to
a decline in demand, an increase in the number of sex
workers, and competition (Sonnabend & Stadtmann,
2019; Villacampa & Tones, 2013). Conversely, in Swe-
den, although street sex work has suffered a drop in prices
caused by the decline in demand (Levy, 2013), the price
of indoor sex work increased, attracting more sex workers
to the country (Levy & Jakobsson, 2014).

Finally, criminalisation policies had a detrimental
effect on the relationship with clients, characterised by a
shift in power relations, leaving sex workers less margin
to negotiate and choose clients (Le Bail et al., 2019). In
France and Sweden, sex workers’ reliance on third par-
ties was exacerbated by legal barriers and discrimination,
especially against migrant women sex workers, in renting
workplaces, hotels, and apartments (NSWP, 2018).

Social Inequalities and Isolation

Research shows that the criminalisation of sex work and
immigration policies increased the social inequalities that
affected all sex workers in the EU, significantly impact-
ing the lives of migrant sex workers from outside de EU
(Sonnabend & Stadtmann, 2019; Villacampa & Tones,
2013). These studies conducted in partially criminalised
contexts where sex workers are not criminalised showed
that difficulties negotiating with clients, drop in the number
of clients, and drop in prices and fines imposed by police
enforcement of policies led to violence risks, economic
insecurity, and financial pressure.
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Third-party laws in Sweden and France had a direct and
negative impact on housing, with reports of forced disloca-
tion and evictions due to denouncements by police, often
threatening landlords (Levy & Jakobsson, 2014), or being
forced to ask clients to accommodate them to avoid sleeping
in the streets (Le Bail et al., 2019). In practice, sex work-
ers were pushed out of hotels and official apartment rent-
als, where they often felt safer, into more informal housing
arrangements that could be exploitative (Vuolajérvi, 2019).

Migrant workers from outside the EU faced dispropor-
tionate inequalities and discrimination in the EU due to their
precarious legal status, which caused considerable disrup-
tion in their living conditions (Boels, 2015; Giiven-Lisaniler
et al., 2005; Oso, 2016; Rios-Marin, 2016) and social isola-
tion (Oso, 2016; Rios-Marin & Torrico, 2017), aggravated
by language barriers and lack of professional translators
(Rios-Marin & Torrico, 2017; TAMPEP, 2007; Tokar et al.,
2020; Villacampa & Tones, 2013), risk of being reported
to authorities (Oso, 2016), and spatial segregation (Rios-
Marin & Torrico, 2017). In criminalised contexts, there was
a general lack of comprehensive and targeted support and
services for ethnic minorities, like Roma sex workers, who
experienced multiple intersectional forms of discrimination
(TAMPEP, 2007, 2009). The undocumented, documented,
or partly legal status of migrant workers in Europe (like resi-
dence but not work permits, tourist visas but not residential
permits) put them at increased risk of abuse and multiple
forms of discrimination and prevented them from accessing
vital services (TAMPEP, 2009). Therefore, studies showed
that migrant sex workers from outside the EU living in EU
countries had limited access to social welfare (Vuolajarvi,
2019) and lacked institutional support in case of victimisa-
tion and trafficking (Rios-Marin, 2016; Vuolajérvi, 2019).
Lastly, studies pointed to migrant sex workers being targets
of punitive regulations that were executed through immigra-
tion and third-party laws under the so-called Swedish Model
and were prioritised in policing in Sweden and Finland,
particularly Nigerians and other third-country nationals,
which could be deported or be denied entry to the country
(Vuolajarvi, 2019). In Cyprus, migrant sex workers were
taken directly from the airport to a hospital to be tested for
STIs, including HIV/AIDS, syphilis, and gonorrhoea. Hav-
ing a positive result led to immediate deportation, and if the
tests were negative, it was granted a work permit (Gliven-
Lisaniler et al., 2005). The legal framework (immigration
law) was one of the leading causes of the vulnerability of
migrant sex workers from outside the EU across all contexts
(TAMPEP, 2010; Vuolajarvi, 2019).

Finally, according to the research, sex workers used mul-
tiple strategies to face inequalities and social isolation, like
connecting with family, friends, and colleagues (INDOORS,
2014). NGOs had a positive impact on the living condi-
tions of sex workers in multiple legal contexts, providing
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confidential psychosocial and legal support, information
in the native language of migrant workers, harm reduction
strategies, counselling, and protection in case of trafficking
(Germany) as well as training to recognise human trafficking
situations (GAATW, 2018).

Discussion

This review aimed to synthesise the evidence available and
grey literature that studied associations between EU policies
towards sex work and the health, safety, and living and work-
ing conditions of sex workers in EU countries.

The evidence demonstrated that criminalisation and regu-
lation of any form of sex work had vast consequences on the
lives of sex workers who live in the twenty-five EU member
states included in this review, in terms of healthcare, preva-
lence and risk of contracting HIV and STTs, stigmatisation
and discrimination, financial, physical, and sexual victimi-
sation due to marked social inequalities, for both nationals
and migrants from outside the EU. Furthermore, evidence
showed a “domino effect”, by which the harm caused by
policies in each one of the analysed dimensions (health,
safety, and living and working conditions) influences all of
them, emphasising the need to create comprehensive poli-
cies to protect and better respond to the contextual factors
shaping sex workers’ marginalisation, in accordance to the
goals and values of the European Union of human dignity,
respect for individual freedom, equality, the rule of law, and
human rights (Treaty of Lisbon, 2007).

As confirmed by previous research in other countries
(Shannon et al., 2015; Platt et al., 2018; Reynish et al.,
2021), the included literature strongly suggested that the
removal of criminal laws and enforcement against sex work-
ers and clients may bring the most significant benefit to
sex workers and society in general, allowing them to enter
the formal economy and benefit from social insurance, pro-
tection from law enforcement and access to Justice system,
fostering empowerment, better mental and physical health,
and reducing HIV prevalence, vulnerability to stigma, and
physical and sexual exploitation.

Evidence showed that inequities in accessing healthcare
within the EU persisted among sex workers, pointing out
that stigma and discrimination as the most prominent barri-
ers that prevented or discouraged sex workers from access-
ing and seeking health services as a direct consequence of
discrimination by health professionals and institutions. In
addition, stigma, including internalised stigma, contributed
to sex workers avoiding seeking healthcare services, some-
times resorting to self-care practices. These results are in
line with previous studies that showed social stigmatisa-
tion of sex work has a negative impact on healthcare provi-
sion and that stigma attached to sex work is prevalent in

healthcare settings (Bowen & Bungay, 2016; Ma et al., 2017;
Platt et al., 2018; Reynish et al., 2021). Moreover, sex work-
ers experience almost triple the barriers the general popula-
tion encounters in accessing healthcare (Benoit et al., 2018).

Evidence also confirmed that restrictive measures
towards sex work in the EU, even in regulatory contexts,
played an essential role in the physical health of sex work-
ers, also reflected in a greater prevalence of HIV and STIs,
whether through increased exposure to violence by police
and clients, lack of health insurance, economic pressure and
occupational risks, or ineffective and selective harm reduc-
tion strategies, like forced testing, as in other parts of the
globe (Erausquin et al., 2011; Ma et al., 2017; Platt et al.,
2018; Shannon et al., 2015). Self-determination and control
have been shown to have a positive impact on HIV preva-
lence and risk, as well as on general health, emotional health,
and well-being, something that is missing under repressive
regimes (Platt et al., 2018; Vanwesenbeeck, 2001).

The included studies that focused on sex workers’ men-
tal health (Krumrei-Mancuso, 2017; Vanwesenbeeck, 2005)
found that poor mental health was related to structural and
social factors like violence, labour vulnerabilities, social
inequalities, and stigma, in line with previous literature
(Corrigan, 2004; Macioti et al., 2017),5 contradicting the
idea that sex work is intrinsically harmful, as character-
ised by previous research. Such research has been criticised
methodologically for selecting vulnerable samples and
ignoring data that did not comply with its authors’ views
and assumptions (Weitzer, 2005).

In turn, according to our research, criminalisation of sex
work also reinforces stigma, either through fostering citi-
zen’s stigmatised views of sex workers through the media
as victims or villains, legitimising inequalities through insti-
tutions, from social services to the Justice system, which,
having the responsibility to enforce restrictive laws, end up
acting accordingly, as in the case with child custody deci-
sions, as supported by previous evidence (Bowen & Bungay,
2016; Platt et al., 2018).

The included literature evidenced that sex workers were
subject to multiple forms of violence in all legal contexts,
including financial, sexual, and physical violence, assum-
ing significant proportions in the context of criminalisation.

3 Although it was not included in this research because it was pub-
lished only in 2021, the study by Macioti et al. (2021) on access to
mental health services for people who sell sex in Germany, Italy, Swe-
den, and the UK refers to the years 2016 to 2018, which is within the
scope of this review. Thus, it is worth mentioning that the results of
this study are in line with the results of the present research, includ-
ing that working in criminalised conditions is highly detrimental to
sex workers’ mental health and that there is a positive relationship
between experiences of isolation, stigma, lack of access to quality
mental health support and peer networks, and the criminalisation of
sex work or sex work-related activities.
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Studies have shown that the criminalisation of sex work
and stigma interacted in ways that generated and increased
physical and sexual violence in these workers due to abuses
committed by the police and by their clients, who took
advantage of fear, economic pressure, less time to negotiate,
and the fact that there may not be denouncements or resist-
ance, fostering a climate of impunity (Deering et al., 2014;
Platt et al., 2018). Although street settings were considered
riskier, our synthesis concluded that in indoor contexts,
multiple nuances have to be considered, like the possibil-
ity of exploitation by operators (Pitcher & Wijers, 2014).
Previous research on a decriminalised context has revealed
that, although violence has not decreased significantly, sex
workers know they will be protected because it is their legal
right (Abel et al., 2010).

Research in all 25 EU countries included in this review
revealed that policy and legislative changes on all levels had
negative consequences for migrants from outside the EU and
national sex workers, despite the improvements in this mat-
ter for migrant sex workers from the more recent EU coun-
tries. Even in partially criminalised (excluding the criminali-
sation of sex workers) and regulatory contexts, like Spain
and The Netherlands, the increasingly restrictive measures at
a municipal level seemed to complement central government
policies, with evident practical consequences in the lives of
sex workers, including spatial displacement and increased
violence risks, leading to a de facto criminalisation that
revealed states’ double standards and ineffectiveness. That
said, studies showed the need for a new progressive legal
framework regarding sex work, which integrates national
and municipal or provincial laws and focuses on the com-
plete protection of sex workers in all analysed dimensions.

In all contexts, the conflation between sex work policies
and immigration policies led to a double standard that affected
mainly migrants coming from outside the EU, and this is par-
ticularly harmful since a large portion of sex workers are in this
situation, leaving them outside the scope of the legal system,
and with few alternatives other than hiding from the authorities
and submitting to situations of exploitation that they will not
be able to later denounce, given the real possibility of being
arrested and deported. Policies on migration and sex work in
Spain, for example, have led to an increase in undocumented
female migrants from outside the EU and considerable dete-
rioration of their working and living conditions.

A growing number of EU member states are now turning
to criminalise the purchase of sex, adopting the so-called
Swedish Model, based on the idea that “ending demand”
will ultimately abolish sex work and is, therefore, an aboli-
tionist in nature (Vanwesenbeeck, 2017). Evidence showed
that the Swedish Model, although applied inconsistently in
Sweden, Finland, France, and Ireland, replicated inequalities
in the regulation of commercial sex through prostitution and
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immigration legislation, leading to destructive consequences
in the safety and integrity of sex workers, which have been
overlooked. According to the included literature, this “dual
regulation” led to a double standard, visible in service provi-
sion, that excluded migrants without permanent residence
permits (Vuolajérvi, 2019). This legislation, introduced to
eradicate prostitution, viewed as a form of gender and sex-
ual violence, successfully increased the stigma towards sex
work, which has been proven by research to have negative
impacts on the mental and physical health of sex workers
and detrimental effects on their living and working condi-
tions and safety (Vanwesenbeeck, 2017). Furthermore, no
evidence was found demonstrating that the Swedish Sex Pur-
chase Act has succeeded in decreasing levels of prostitution
(Jordan, 2012; Levy & Jakobsson, 2014), but there was evi-
dence that showed that it caused spatial displacement, social
problems, and changes in the type of relationships with cli-
ents with increased risks for sex workers, without putting in
practice effective strategies of harm reduction and condom
distribution (Jordan, 2012; Vanwesenbeeck, 2017). Evidence
also showed that the criminalisation of buying sexual ser-
vices increased sexual slavery under certain conditions and
recommended avoiding regulatory measures that trigger a
fall in prices. Finally, findings showed that the “Swedish
Model” and its anti-trafficking measures have also displaced
commercial sex acts. Despite the release of campaigns
around human sex trafficking in Sweden, research showed
that migrant trafficking victims were not given appropri-
ate social support, something that kept them from reporting
crimes related to trafficking out of, once again, justifiable
fears of being deported.

Conclusion and Policy Implications

This review aimed to synthesise the evidence available
regarding sex workers’ health, safety, and living and work-
ing conditions across EU member states, which is critical to
informing evidence-based policymaking and practice.

The findings evinced that removing any criminal laws
and enforcement against sex workers, clients, and third
parties could significantly improve sex workers’ physical
and mental health, safety, and living and working condi-
tions across the 25 member states included in this review.
The removal of these laws and sanctions may bring the
most significant benefit to sex workers and society in
general, allowing them to enter the formal economy and
benefit from social insurance, protection from law enforce-
ment and access to the Justice system, fostering empow-
erment, better mental and physical health, and reducing
vulnerability to stigma, HIV prevalence, and physical and
sexual exploitation.
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There is a need for structural changes in policing and
legislation that focus on labour and legal rights, social and
financial inequities, human rights, and stigma and discrim-
ination to protect cis, transgender sex workers and ethnical
minorities in greater commitment to reduce sex workers’
social inequalities, exclusion, and lack of institutional sup-
port. These measures could also positively impact reduc-
ing and monitoring human trafficking and exploitation.

The evidence makes a strong case for fully decrimi-
nalising adult consensual sex work. Decriminalisation
has been considered the best model, including for pro-
tecting the health and well-being of sex workers (Macioti
et al., 2022), enhancing their access to services and jus-
tice (Platt et al., 2018), making the industry safer, and
improving human rights of sex workers within all sectors
of the sex industry (Abel, 2014). Belgium has adopted it
recently, becoming the first country in Europe to do so,
and all sound evidence in other countries proves signifi-
cant improvements since decriminalisation (Abel, 2014;
Macioti et al., 2022).

More qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods
research that focuses specifically on how EU policies affect
sex workers at municipal and national levels and what
factors contribute to increasing trafficking and exploita-
tion concerning these policies is needed. This research
should consider the diversity and intersectionality among
sex workers to inform evidence-based and inclusive poli-
cies since ideological research will only perpetuate moral
politics (Lakoff, 2002). Legal reforms need to be strictly
evidence-based, not driven by unsubstantiated, exaggerated,
or sensationalised claims or fears (Paez, 2017) because oth-
erwise, policies about sex work can best be understood as an
instance of morality politics (Hong et al., 2018).

Finally, it is crucial that relevant stakeholders, like sex
workers, clients, or proprietors, participate in the implemen-
tation and design of new and more comprehensive policy
measures (Wagenaar & Altink, 2012). Destigmatisation is
only possible with the participation of those with lived expe-
riences of stigma in developing progressive laws, policies,
and practices (Benoit et al., 2018; Vanwesenbeeck, 2017).
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