Beyond Prescientific Reasoning:
Community-Based Participatory Research
with Sex Workers
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1. Background

2. Objectives

■■

The methodological challenges of conducting research with hidden population, such
as sex workers, have been well documented.

■■

Community-based participatory research (CBPR) can facilitate a more nuanced
understanding of sex work and sex workers.

■■

To illustrate how research with sex workers can be conducted that is:
●● participatory
●● methodologically rigorous
●● transparent

3. Methods
■■

■■

Case study of the Sex Worker Environmental
Assessment Team (SWEAT) Study, a CBPR
project conducted by:
●● St. James Infirmary (SJI), a peer-run
occupational safety and health clinic for sex
workers
●● University of California, San Francisco (UCSF)
SWEAT study:
●● Assess preferred regulatory framework for
trading sex
●● Eligibility
◆◆ Biological female (not including
transmen)
◆◆ Age ≥18
◆◆ English speaking
◆◆ Traded sex for some type of payment
within past 3 months

■■

■■

Sex workers were represented at all levels of the research
process except for the Principal Investigator level.

■■

Peer research team:
●● Helped create interview instruments
●● Played key roles in developing study protocol
●● Developed educational pamphlets
●● Conducted all interviews
●● Conducted all pre- and post-test counseling for HIV, STIs,
and viral hepatitis
●● Performed all phlebotomy
●● Assisted with data analysis, manuscript preparation, and
conference presentations

Measures to communicate respect for research participants
included:

Integrated sex workers throughout the entire
research process

■■

Respected sex workers’ positionality (i.e. race,
class, sexuality, culture, sex trade involvement)

■■

Opportunities for skill development and
community empowerment

No a priori assumptions
●● terms people use to describe sex trade involvement
●● Individuals’ experiences in the sex trade

Opportunities for Skill Development and Community
Empowerment
■■

All peer staff received:
●● Qualitative and quantitative data collection trainings
●● Research skills development
◆◆ sampling strategies
◆◆ questionnaire development
◆◆ data analysis
◆◆ manuscript preparation
◆◆ presentations
●● Long-term academic and career mentorship
●● Ability to list UCSF as employer

■■

Two peer staff became certified as phlebotomists

Respectful of Sex Worker Positionality

Research Approach
■■

Sex Worker Integration

■■

Critical examination of researchers’ roles as insiders and outsiders

Dissemination

■■

Federal Certificate of Confidentiality

■■

Diverse dissemination strategy

■■

Respondent driven sampling (RDS)
●● increase diversity of individuals in sample
●● respect potential research participants’ privacy through
peer recruitment
●● dual incentive process — paid to participate and to recruit

■■

Study specific blog

■■

Academic and sex worker produced conference presentations

■■

Peer reviewed journals and sex worker produced media
publications

■■

Shared findings with staff and clients at SJI and other San
Francisco community based organizations

■■

Hours of operation — evening and daytime

4. Sample Characteristics
Table 1. Quantitative Sample Characteristics (N=247)

Figure 1. Types of Sex Work among Quantitative Participants*
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5. Challenges of CBPR
■■

Independent Independent
In-Call
Out-Call

Insider & Outsider status
●● Sex workers not homogenous population
●● Some research participants may prefer non-peer interviewers
Dissemination
●● How to talk about peer involvement when peers engaged in stigmatized and/or
illegal activities
●● Some question quality of research because of peer involvement
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More Information

6. Conclusion
Peer integration:
■■

Ensured research relevant to and respectful of needs of people who trade sex

■■

Provided professional validation of community members’ work and unique knowledge

■■

Encouraged a self-reflexive approach among research team
●● examined biases we may have brought to the research process

■■

Enhanced the development of appropriate surveys
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