SSSS ERMR Joint Conference St Petersburg June 2009 

Title

Bridging Communities in Sex Work Research

Authors

Elizabeth Anne Wood, Ph.D, Department of Sociology, Anthropology and Social Work, Nassau Community College, Garden City, NY, USA

Michael Goodyear, MD, Department of Medicine, Dalhousie University, Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada.

Workshop Abstract:

Good public policy should be based on evidence rather than assumption or fear. In order to challenge the moral panics surrounding sex work it is important to develop and disseminate sound participatory research. Marginalised and clandestine occupations are difficult to approach and raise unique methodological and ethical challenges. Ethnographic or participatory research models are useful, but winning sufficient trust from members of communities that manifest resistance to dominant norms presents a significant challenge. A number of sex workers have entered academic research and some academics who are not sex workers have also produced excellent ethnographic and comparative research. This session is focused on reviewing examples of “best practices” in sex work research, helping participants develop participatory research designs, navigating ethical issues, and overcoming barriers to trust.

To produce meaningful research on such communities, there needs to be engagement and collaborative partnership with those communities. For sex work research this means collaboration with consumers as well as providers. In Participatory Action Research, the community are involved in the design and execution of the research. We will focus on examples of very successful collaborative research but will also discuss problematic studies in order to highlight the differences.

Some research by less experienced or objective investigators, drawing on unrepresentative sampling, has resulted in very misleading generalizations about sex work and distorted public policy. This has created a degree of mistrust between practitioners (community of experiential knowledge) and researchers (community of empirical knowledge) and constraining collaborative possibilities. Some well-publicised recent examples in Chicago, Edinburgh and London illustrate this point. In these cases the researchers were openly hostile to sex work and had well conceived prior expectations. We will discuss ways that researchers can help repair damaged trust by critically responding to poor studies when they are promoted by the media or policy makers.

The privileging of research-based knowledge over experiential can set up tensions between groups especially where the former are afforded more credibility in the dominant culture. For those academics who are sex workers there is an additional challenge over how out to be, which can cause conflict with less privileged workers and internal conflict over subjectivity in their research. While scholarship, activism and advocacy are all necessary to shape sensible policy, the needs of scholars and the needs of advocates and activists are not the same, and negotiating those differences is another potential source of conflict and mistrust. We will discuss strategies for building bridges between academics and sex worker communities and for destigmatizing sex work within academia.

Ethical considerations require that research be of potential benefit to the communities that are the subject of study, and there is a movement in community health care research to engage and empower the community, which may have its own research ethics oversight. Among social scientists there is a tension between applied and theoretical research that can make ensuring benefit to the communities being studied difficult to achieve thus sometimes alienating those communities. We will discuss ways to navigate these ethical concerns.

