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ABSTRACT
We examine the typologies of workplaces for sex workers in Dnipro,
Ukraine as part of the larger Dynamics Study, which explores the
influence of conflict on sex work. We conducted a cross-sectional survey
with 560 women from September 2017 to October 2018. The results of
our study demonstrate a diverse sex work environment with
heterogeneity across workplace typologies in terms of remuneration,
workload, and safety. Women working in higher prestige typologies
earned a higher hourly wage, however client volume also varied which
resulted in comparable monthly earnings from sex work across almost
all workplace types. While sex workers in Dnipro earn a higher monthly
wage than the city mean, they also report experiencing high rates of
violence and a lack of personal safety at work. Sex workers in all
workplaces, with the exception of those working in art clubs,
experienced physical and sexual violence perpetrated by law
enforcement officers and sex partners. By understanding more about
sex work workplaces, programmes may be better tailored to meet the
needs of sex workers and respond to changing work environments due
to ongoing conflict and COVID-19 pandemic.
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Introduction

Workplaces for sex workers are meeting places where sex workers connect with clients, either in
physical spaces such as hotels, brothels, massage parlours, highways, truck-stops, or strip clubs –
or virtual spaces where sex workers may connect with clients and/or engage in online sex work.
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These workplaces have distinct physical, social, political and economic conditions which create
different contexts for practicing sex work (Aral et al., 2003; Argento et al., 2019). The different
workplace conditions in turn give rise to differences in risks, such as sexually transmitted and
blood borne infections (STBBI) transmission and acquisition, violence, police maltreatment, viola-
tions of social and labour rights, and experiences of stigma and discrimination (Belmar et al., 2018;
Chen et al., 2015; Duff et al., 2015; Lewis et al., 2005; Szwarcwald et al., 2018).

Efforts have been made to define distinct typologies of workplaces for sex work. Some studies
have examined associations between structural, social and economic features of workplaces and
STBBI risk factors for sex workers (Argento et al., 2019; Goldenberg et al., 2011; Hong & Li,
2011; Yi et al., 2010) and others have explored and described workplace typologies (Aral et al.,
2003, 2006; Aral & St Lawrence, 2002; Buzdugan et al., 2009, 2010; Lorway et al., 2017). One
such study conducted in Santiago, Chile developed a comprehensive typology of workplaces for
female sex workers using mapping and qualitative methods, arguing that the characterisation of
different workplace types is an essential step to supporting future research on STBBI surveillance
and prevention efforts (Belmar et al., 2018). Another study in Indonesia using mixed methods
found that the typologies of sex work (categorised by urban/rural milieu, direct/indirect operation,
and venue/non-venue-based) were more closely related to non-condom usage than the awareness
or availability of condoms, highlighting the significance of considering context and work environ-
ments when designing HIV intervention programming (Puradiredja & Coast, 2012).

Two important factors that lead to workplaces contributing negatively to sex workers’ health and
safety are the criminalisation of sex work in many settings, and the stigmatisation of people who
practice sex work (Benoit et al., 2018, 2019; Bruckert et al., 2003; Lazarus et al., 2012; Lowman,
2000; NSWP, 2017; Van der Meulen, 2010). For instance, criminalisation of sex work has been
shown to limit access to sexual health information and STBBI prevention services (Anderson
et al., 2016). Similarly, occupational stigma has been associated with barriers to access for services
for sex workers (Lazarus et al., 2012) as well as violence, traumatic stress, and burnout (Alschech,
2019). Other studies have shown the protective effect that organised workplaces for sex work and
third parties, such as managers or security, can have for sex workers. In workplaces with an organ-
isational structure, established policies and protocols including security measures, client screening
and offering information on STBBI prevention have been shown to increase occupational health
and safety, and improve economic agency (Goldenberg et al., 2015, 2018; McBride et al., 2019).

In Ukraine there are an estimated 86,600 female sex workers working in a variety of sex work
environments (UNAIDS, 2018). Selling sex services is considered an administrative offense (Article
181.1, Ukrainian Code on Administrative Offenses), while managing or organising sex work is a
criminal offense however, the purchase of sex services is not criminal in any form (Articles 302
and 303, Ukrainian Criminal Code, 2001; Pyvovarova & Artiukh, 2020). Ukraine has higher HIV
and hepatitis C (HCV) prevalences than the European average, and has the second largest HIV epi-
demic in Eastern Europe and Central Asia after Russia (Maistat et al., 2017; UNAIDS, 2018). HIV
transmission in Ukraine is largely attributed to unsafe injecting practices and condomless sex
(Rhodes et al., 2002; Tokar et al., 2019), with the latter risk largely concentrated among female
sex workers and their clients, and among men who have sex with men (Tokar et al., 2019; Vitek
et al., 2014). The HIV prevalence among female sex workers in Ukraine is approximately five
times that of the adult general population (UNAIDS, 2018). This paper exists within a larger project
which aims to assess the influence of conflict on the dynamics of sex work and the HIV and HCV
epidemics in Dnipro, Ukraine (Becker et al., 2019).

The conflict, located in the Donbas region of eastern Ukraine, arose in the spring of 2014 on the
tails of the political upheaval of the Maiden Revolution, or Revolution of Dignity, and the annexa-
tion of Crimea. At the same time, Ukraine was facing a serious macroeconomic crisis which con-
tinued to devolve in response to the conflict and did not begin to show improvement until 2016, due
in large part to the assistance of several multi-billion-dollar loans (Havlik et al., 2020). Ukraine has
experienced a series of macro-level structural changes which modified its socio-political and
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economic context (Nizhnikau & Moshes, 2016; Novakova, 2017). Concern exists over whether the
HIV epidemic will worsen in the wake of enduring conflict, given the associations with the conse-
quences of conflict and HIV risk factors (Holt, 2018; Kazatchkine, 2017; Vasylyeva et al., 2018).
Since the conflict’s onset, approximately 1.5 million people in Ukraine have been internally dis-
placed (UNHCR, 2020); 13,000–13,200 people have died; and 29,000–31,000 others have been
injured (OHCHR, 2020). Violence and population movement are well known HIV risk factors
(Durevall & Lindskog, 2015; McGrath et al., 2015; Olawore et al., 2018; Pannetier et al., 2018) as
well as common consequences of conflict (IOM UN Migration, 2019; Mock et al., 2004). Sex
workers’ capacities to engage in STBBI prevention and sexual and reproductive health services
can be severely limited during times of conflict (Ferguson et al., 2017). The shifting social, political,
and economic pressures brought on by conflict may subject the social organisation of sex work,
including the workplace, to change (Aral et al., 2003, 2006). Furthermore, presently layered atop
the changes engendered by conflict are those suddenly brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic
which has likely also incurred great change in the sex work industry (Platt et al., 2020).

Understanding workplace typologies for sex work is important to inform and support overall
workplace health and safety for sex workers (Aral et al., 2003, 2006; Belmar et al., 2018; Buzdugan
et al., 2009; Harcourt & Donovan, 2005). Different workplace typologies require different program-
matic support, and it is important to understand where women work and how their workplaces
differ in order to adapt programmes appropriately to their needs (Ikpeazu et al., 2014). Given
sex work exists in the informal economy there is a gap in knowledge about the sex work industry
in Ukraine. In this paper, we aim to fill this gap by exploring workplace typologies for sex work in
Dnipro, Eastern Ukraine, by examining the organisation and patterns of workplaces and their
impact on the safety and well-being of sex workers, during the ongoing conflict in Ukraine. We
describe the main typologies of workplaces for sex work, the profile and earnings of women work-
ing at the different typologies, as well as their client volume, experiences of violence and perceptions
of safety.

Methods

Study setting and population

The study took place in Dnipro, Dnipropetrovsk oblast, Ukraine, an industrial city of 1-million
people located approximately 200 km from the conflict zone in the Donbas region of Ukraine. Dni-
pro has become a key destination for internally displaced persons, and a transit city for frontline
forces (Becker et al., 2019; UNHCR, 2017). There are approximately 1087 (range 817–1357) sex
workers in Dnipro (McClarty et al., 2018). Our study populations included cis-female sex workers
aged 14 years and older who had engaged in sex work for at least 3 months. The age of majority in
Ukraine is 18, the legal age for consent for marriage is 17 for women and the age of consent for
sexual activity is 16. A previous study conducted in Ukraine identified female participants as
young as 14 years of age who self-identified as sex workers (Becker et al., 2018). Participants in
this study under the age of majority were treated as mature minors and therefore provided consent
to participate themselves.

Study design and data collection

The project employed a cross-sectional design, which included mapping of workplaces, followed by
a bio-behavioural survey among female sex workers. Data were collected from September 2017 to
October 2018. Geographic mapping of workplaces provided information on sex work ‘hotspots’
(locations where sex workers solicit and/or provide services to clients) and estimated the population
size of sex workers within hotspots and by workplace typology across the city (Cheuk et al., 2019;
Emmanuel et al., 2013). Workplaces for sex work can also be virtual spaces such as websites where
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people engage in online sex work, however we have restricted our description to physical spaces.
Sampling followed a two-stage sampling design: in the first stage, a representative sample of hot-
spots was randomly selected after stratifying the hotspots by administrative division and type of
hotspot; in the second stage, sex workers at each hotspot were randomly sampled. The sample
size for each selected hotspot was proportional to the size of the sex worker population estimated
in the hotspot from the mapping (Becker et al., 2019).

A cross-sectional bio-behavioural survey was conducted among 560 female sex workers; 651 sex
workers were approached, 91 declined to participate for a response rate of 86.0%. Participants were
recruited from the selected hotspots by outreach workers who were members of the research team
and connected to networks of female sex workers. Trained interviewers obtained written informed
consent and administered a face-to-face structured questionnaire in Russian, the most common
language for everyday communication in the region. The survey took approximately 45 min to
complete and was conducted at the spot (either within the workplace or in a nearby project
van). The survey consisted of questions around socio-demographic characteristics, numbers and
types of sexual partners, HIV and HCV risk behaviours and experiences, programme/healthcare
access, and questions specific to the influence of conflict on sex workers’ lives and livelihoods.
Those who provided consent received HIV and HCV rapid testing conducted by a certified medical
worker; pre- and post-test counselling were also provided (Becker et al., 2019). Participants were
compensated with a 250 UAH ($9.20 USD) honorarium.

Ethics

Ethical approval was obtained from the University of Manitoba Human Research Ethics Board at the
University of Manitoba [HS20653(H2017:097)], Canada, the Ethical Review Committee of the Socio-
logical Association ofUkraine, and the Committee onMedical Ethics of the L. Gromashevsky Institute
of Epidemiology and Infectious Diseases at the National Academy of Medical Sciences of Ukraine.

Analysis

Data were analysed using Stata15 to present descriptive statistics and measures of central tendency
outlining select workplace typologies.

Definitions
The definitions of workplace typologies for sex workers are presented in Box 1.

Box 1. Definitions of workplace typologies for sex workers.

Workplace Typologies Definitions
‘Office’ Owned and operated by one or more managers who employ sex workers, and possibly other

employees such as office administrators or security guards, and where owners take a portion of
the revenue generated by sex work to cover their operating costs and make a profit

Apartment Generally include one or more women working out of an apartment which they might own or
rent and where they may or may not also reside

Massage parlour/sauna A massage parlour where massage service can be purchased or sauna, both of which are not
exclusively for sex work

Entertainment venue An adult entertainment venue such as a casino or dance club
Café/bar A café, bar or restaurant which is open to the public
Art club/strip club The venue may appear as more of a nightclub or strip club, with the understanding that

additional sex services may be purchased there
Hotel/motel A hotel or motel
Public place An open-air space such as a public park or street
Highway/truck-stop Along a highway or at a truck stop which is along the highway, although services could be

provided elsewhere such as in a car
Other A dormitory or boarding school
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Variables of interest
Our variables of interest included those describing the organisation and practice of sex work, and
experiences of violence and feeling of safety while doing sex work (grounded in our project’s con-
ceptual framework, see Becker et al., 2019). Variables of interest included are: main workplace for
meeting clients in the past 30 days, self-reported ‘prestige’ of primary workplace (derived from the
question: ‘How would you rate the prestige of this place’ and referring to their main workplace),
number of regular client (frequent and familiar clients with consistent and repeated encounters
which become expected) and occasional client (unfamiliar or sporadic clients from which patronage
is not expected) visits in a 30-day period, number of military clients in a 30-day period, hourly wage
(derived from the question: ‘How much do you get paid for yourself per hour?’), proportion of
monthly income from sex work, household income from sex work (obtained by multiplying pro-
portion of household income derived from sex work by the total household income in the past
30 days), dependents supported with respondents total income, ever experienced physical or sexual
assault by law enforcement, physical or sexual assault by a sex partner (clients and other intimate
partners) in the past 3 months, and personal safety (derived from ‘On a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 =
completely unsafe and 5 = completely safe, how would you rate your personal safety as a sex
worker?’). We also present data on other sex partners, these include transactional sex partners
defined as partners with whom there is an expectation of receiving money, gifts or other resources
in return for sex, but the price is not negotiated upfront rather implicitly understood; intimate part-
ners, defined as those with whom there is no explicit expectation of receiving something for sex and
an established (or anticipated) long-term relationship exists, such as husband, common-law partner
or boyfriend; and casual sex partners defined as acquaintances with whom there is no expectation of
receiving something in return for sex and no intention of establishing a long-term relationship.

Results

The median age of women we interviewed was 26 years old (interquartile range [IQR] = 22–30
years) (Table 1). Women self-reported an average socio-economic status (SES), a median of 4
(IQR = 3–5) on a 1–7 SES scale (7 being the highest), 93% of women had completed high school,
and 53% reported having one or more dependents. Fifty-five per cent of the respondents were single
and never married, 14.9% were living with a partner (married or otherwise), 6.3% were married not
living with a partner, and 24.1% were widowed or divorced. Overall, participants reported engaging
in sex work for a median of 5 years (IQR = 2–8). The majority of women named ‘offices’ (40.0%) or
apartments (27.3%) as their main workplace. Fifty-nine per cent of respondents reported working
in one workplace over the preceding 12 months. Art clubs/strip clubs were reported as having the
highest prestige of the workplaces, and highways/truck-stops and public places were viewed as hav-
ing the lowest prestige (Figure 1). In the next sections, we describe offices, apartments, art clubs/
strip clubs, public places and highway/truck-stops workplaces using descriptive statistics and
measures of central tendency. We chose these workplaces as they represent the most common
workplaces, as well as places ranked the most and least prestigious.

Socio-demographic characteristics of participants

Socio-demographic characteristics are shown in Table 1. The youngest participants primarily
worked at art clubs/strip clubs and the oldest worked on highways/truck stops. Participants working
in art-clubs and offices self-identified the highest SES with a median of 5 (IQR = 4–6) and 5 (IQR =
4–5) respectively, while women working primarily on highway/truck stops had the lowest self-
reported SES (median [IQR] = 2.5 [2–4]). Women who were art-club- and entertainment venue-
based had been practicing sex work for the least number of years with a median of 2 (IQR = 1–
8) and 2 (IQR = 1–9) years respectively. Hotel/motel followed by highway/truck stop-based had
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Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of participantsa.

All work-
places
N = 560
(100.0%)

Office
N = 224
(40.0%)

Apartment
N = 153
(27.3%)

Massage parlour/
sauna
N = 7
(1.3%)

Entertainment
venue
N = 23
(4.1%)

Café/
bar

N = 43
(7.7%)

Art club/strip
club
N = 27
(4.8%)

Hotel/
motel
N = 10
(1.8%)

Public
place
N = 37
(6.6%)

Highway/truck
stop
N = 30
(5.4%)

Other
N = 6
(1.1%)

Age Median
(IQRb)

26
(22–30)

25
(23–29)

26
(22–30)

23
(20–28)

27
(22–32)

27
(22–36)

22
(20–28)

27
(22–35)

26
(23–32)

30
(26–39)

24.5
(23–25)

SES
1 (lowest)
7 (highest)

Median
(IQR)

4
(3–5)

5
(4–5)

4
(4–5)

5
(4–5)

3
(3–4)

3
(3–4)

5
(4–6)

3.5
(3–5)

3
(2–4)

2.5
(2–4)

5.5
(5–6)

Marital status
Single never been married n (%) 307 (54.8) 136

(60.7)
74 (48.4) – 12 (52.2) 21

(48.8)
19 (70.4) 6 (60.0) 22 (59.5) 9 (30.0) –

Married and living with
partner

n (%) 30 (5.4) 12 (5.4) 11 (7.2) – – – – – – – –

Married and not living with
partner

n (%) 35 (6.3) 14 (6.3) 12 (7.8) – – – – – – – –

Not married but living with
partner

n (%) 53 (9.5) 22 (9.8) 12 (7.8) – – 5 (11.6) – – – – –

Widow/divorced n (%) 135 (24.1) 40 (17.9) 44 (28.8) – 7 (30.4) 14
(32.6)

– – 10 (27.0) 13 (43.3) –

Dependents all types – Yes n (%) 298 (53.0) 99 (43.8) 96 (62.8) – 14 (60.9) 30
(69.8)

7 (25.9) – 22 (59.5) 23 (76.7) –

Children n (%) 168 (30.0) 53 (23.7) 64 (41.8) – 5 (21.7) 16
(37.2)

– – 11 (29.7) 12 (40.0) –

Partners n (%) 78 (13.9) 27 (12.1) 25 (16.3) – 7 (30.4) – – – – 7 (23.3) –
Parents/grandparents n (%) 154 (27.5) 39 (17.4) 47 (30.7) – 9 (39.1) 20

(46.5)
5 (18.5) – 16 (43.2) 16 (53.3) –

Other n (%) 33 (5.9) 13 (5.8) 5 (3.3) – – 6 (14.0) – – – – –
Education – completed high
school

n (%) 521 (93.0) 209
(93.3)

146 (95.4) 6 (85.7) 21 (91.3) 39
(90.7)

27 (100.0) 9 (90.0) 35 (94.6) 23 (76.7) 6 (100.0)

Years doing sex work Median
(IQR)

5 (2–8) 5 (3–8) 5 (2–8) 5 (3–10) 2 (1–9) 3 (2–
10)

2 (1–8) 8 (5–15) 4 (2–6) 6.5 (4–9) 2.5 (1–6)

aCell counts of less than 5 are omitted to protect confidentiality.
bIQR: interquartile range.
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been practicing sex work the longest with a median of 8 (IQR = 5–15) and 6.5 (IQR = 4–9) years
respectively.

‘Offices’

Offices were most commonly identified by sex workers as their main workplace (n = 224, 40.0%;
Table 2). Fifty-five per cent of women described offices as being of average prestige and 38.0%
described them as above average or high prestige (Figure 1). The majority (90.2%) of participants
reported that managers solicit clients for them, 20.1% had ‘middle people’ such as a taxi drivers or
hotel workers solicit for them, and 42.4% indicated that they solicited their own clients, there was
overlap in these responses as many women used more than one method for soliciting clients.
Women reported a median of 35.5 (IQR = 26–52) client visits in a 30-day period. In the same time-
frame, participants reported a median of 20 (IQR = 15–30) occasional client visits and 12 (IQR = 6–
24) regular client visits; of those clients, 1 (IQR = 0–2) was a military client. In the past 30 days,
42.1% of the women who primarily worked out of an office reported one or more transactional
sex partners, 34.4% reported intimate sex partners, and 21.4% had one or more casual sex partners.

Seven per cent of office-based sex workers reported ever having been physically assaulted by law
enforcement while practicing sex work, while 4.5% reported ever experiencing sexual assault. Two
per cent of office-based sex workers reported being physically or sexually assaulted by a sex partner
(clients or intimate/casual partners) in the past 3 months. Office-based sex workers rated their per-
sonal safety as a sex worker as reasonably safe (median score [IQR] = 4 [3–5]) on a 1 (completely
unsafe) to 5 (completely safe) scale.

Office-based sex workers earned a median of 700 UAH per hour ($25.80 USD). Total monthly
income from sex work was 11,400 UAH ($419.50 USD), which represented 75% of their total
monthly household income. This is much higher than the Dnipro city mean monthly wage
which was 6912 UAH (254.40 USD) in 2017 (Ukrstat.org, 2019). Forty-three per cent of women
supported one or more dependents with their income: 23.7% supported children, 12.1% supported
partners, 17.4% supported parents/grandparents, and 5.8% others.

Figure 1. Prestige of workplace for sex work.
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Table 2. Main workplace for sex worka.

Workplace
Office

N = 224 (40.0%)
Apartment

N = 153 (27.3%)
Art club/strip club
N = 27 (4.8%)

Public place (street,
park)

N = 37 (6.6%)
Highway/truck stop

N = 30 (5.4%)

Solicitation in the past 30 days (multiple
answer question)

Managers n (%) 202 (90.2) 140 (91.5) 12 (44.4) – –
Middle Person (taxi driver,
hotel or bar staff) n (%)

45 (20.1) 44 (28.7) 13 (48.2) 14 (37.8) 13 (43.3)

Self n (%) 95 (42.4) 113 (73.9) 6 (22.2) 36 (97.3) 28 (93.3)
Client visits in a 30-day period Median (IQRb) 35.5 (26–52)

n = 222
35 (28–48)
n = 153

23 (15–33)
n = 27

28 (20–44)
n = 37

39.5 (27–49)
n = 30

Occasional client visits in a 30-day
period

Median (IQR) 20 (15–30)
N = 218

27 (20–38)
N = 150

13 (9–17)
N = 27

12 (4–18)
N = 35

20 (13–25)
N = 29

Regular client visits in a 30-day period Median (IQR) 12 (6–24)
N = 219

10 (5–20)
N = 146

12 (4–20)
N = 22

18 (11–30)
N = 36

19 (12–31)
N = 28

Military clients in the past 30 days Median (IQR) 1 (0–2)
N = 204

0 (0–2)
N = 151

0 (0–2)
N = 25

1 (0–2)
N = 33

4 (3–6)
N = 24

Transactional partner in the past 30 days
– Yes

n (%) 92 (42.1) 104 (68.0) 6 (22.2) 19 (51.4) 10 (33.3)

Intimate partner in the past 30 days –
Yes

n (%) 77 (34.4) 114 (74.5) 8 (29.6) 13 (35.1) 9 (30.0)

Casual partner in the past 30 days – Yes n (%) 48 (21.4) 64 (41.8) – 12 (32.4) 7 (23.3)
Hourly wage in the past 30 days UAH Median (IQR)/USD

Median (IQR)c
700 (600–800)/25.8

(22.1–29.4)
N = 219

700 (600–800)/25.8
(22.1–29.4)
N = 147

1600 (1000–1850)/58.9
(36.8–68.1)
N = 17

300 (300–500)/11.0
(11.0–18.4)
N = 25

400 (300–400)/14.7
(11.0–14.7)
N = 17

Household income from sex work in the
past 30 days

UAH Median (IQR)/USD
Median (IQR)c

11,400 (9000–14,000)/
419.5 (331.2–515.2)

N = 219

10,000 (8000–12,000)/
368.0 (294.4–441.6)

N = 153

11,525 (8000–15,000)/
424.2 (294.4–552.0)
N = 26

6150 (4800–10,000)/
226.3 (176.6–386.0)
N = 30

10,000 (7200–11,900)/
368 (265.0–437.9)
N = 29

Per cent of household income from sex
work in the past 30 days

Median (IQR) 75 (60–100)
N = 224

70 (60–80)
N = 153

80 (50–100)
N = 27

80 (60–90)
N = 37

96 (80–100)
N = 30

Physical assault by law enforcement
while doing sex work ever – Yes

n (%) 16 (7.1) 30 (19.6) 0 (0.0) 7 (18.9) 5 (16.7)

Sexual assault by law enforcement while
doing sex work ever – Yes

n (%) 10 (4.5) 12 (7.8) 0 (0.0) 5 (13.5) –

Physical or sexual assault by sex partner
in the past 3 months – Yes

n (%) 5 (2.2) 5 (3.3) 0 (0.0) 8 (21.6) 9 (30.0)

Personal safety as a sex worker rating
1 (completely unsafe) to 5 (completely
safe)

Median (IQR) 4 (3–5) 3 (2–4) 4 (3–4) 3 (2–3) 2 (2–3)

aCell counts of less than 5 are omitted to protect confidentiality.
bIQR: interquartile range.
cUnited States dollar conversion done with 2018 average rate 0.0368 (The World Bank https://databank.worldbank.org/source/global-economic-monitor-(gem)).

G
LO

BA
L
PU

BLIC
H
EA

LTH
2041

https://databank.worldbank.org/source/global-economic-monitor-(gem)


Apartments

The second most common workplace setting was an apartment (n = 153, 27.3%). Seventy-two per
cent of women described apartments as being of average prestige and 23.5% described them as
above average to high prestige. The majority of apartment-based workers reported that managers
solicit clients for them (91.5%), 28.7% reported using a middle person, and 73.9% of women
reported soliciting on their own. Women reported a median of 35 (IQR = 28–48) client visits in
a 30-day period, with 27 (IQR = 20–38) occasional client visits and 10 (IQR = 5–20) regular client
visits; of those clients 2 (IQR = 0–2) were military clients. In the past 30 days, 68% of apartment-
based workers reported having had transactional partners, 74.5% reported intimate partners, and
41.8% had casual partners.

Twenty per cent of apartment-based sex workers reported ever having been physically assaulted
and 7.8% reported ever being sexually assaulted by law enforcement while doing sex work. Three
per cent of apartment-based sex workers reported being physically or sexually assaulted by a sex
partner in the past 3 months. The median rating for personal safety by apartment-based sex workers
was 3 (IQR = 2–4).

Apartment-based workers reported earning a median wage of 700 UAH per hour ($25.80 USD).
The median total monthly income earned from sex work was slightly less than office-based workers:
10,000 UAH ($368.00 USD), which represented 70% of total monthly household income. Sixty-
three per cent of women had one or more dependents: 41.8% supported children, 16.3% supported
partners, 30.7% supported parents/grandparents, and 3.3% others.

Art clubs/strip clubs

While only 4.8% (n = 27) of women reported working in art clubs/strip clubs, the art club was
described as being the most prestigious workplace. All women who named art clubs as their
main workplace described them as above average or high prestige. Clients were solicited by man-
agers (44.4%), a middle person (48.2%) and on their own (22.2%). Women working at an art club
saw fewer clients. They reported a median of 23 (IQR = 15–33) client visits in a 30-day period; with
13 occasional (IQR = 9–17) client visits and 12 (IQR = 4–20) regular client visits; of those clients 0
(IQR = 0–2) were military clients. In the past 30 days, 22.2% had transactional partners, and 29.6%
had intimate partners.

None of the art club-based sex workers reported ever having been physically or sexually assaulted
by law enforcement while doing sex work; none of them reported being sexually or physically
assaulted by a sex partner in the previous 3 months. The median rating for personal safety by art
club-based sex workers was 4 (IQR 3–4).

Women working primarily at an art club earned 1600 UAH ($58.90 USD) per hour and reported
a total median monthly income from sex work of 11,525 UAH ($424.20 USD), which represented
80% of their total monthly household income. Twenty-six per cent of women had one or more
dependents: 18.5% supported parents/grandparents.

Public places

A small group of respondents worked mainly out of a public place (n = 37, 6.6%). Forty-nine per
cent of women who worked in public place-based locations felt that it was of average prestige
and 46.0% reported their workplace to be of lower prestige. Nearly all women (97.3%) reported
independently soliciting clients, while some used a middle person (37.8%), and a small number
of women (5.4%) reported having a manager. Women working in public places saw fewer clients
than those working in offices and apartments. In the past 30 days, they had a median of 28
(IQR = 20–44) client visits, with 12 (IQR = 4–18) occasional client visits and 18 (IQR = 11–30) regu-
lar client visits, of those clients 1 (IQR = 0–2) were military. For women who worked in public
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spaces, 51.4% reported transactional partners, 35.1% reported intimate partners and 32.4% reported
having sex with casual partners in the past 30 days.

Nineteen per cent of the women working in public places reported ever having been physically
assaulted and 14% had been sexually assaulted by law enforcement while doing sex work. Twenty-
two per cent of public place-based sex workers reported being physically or sexually assaulted by a
sex partner in the past 3 months. The median rating for personal safety by public place-based sex
workers was 3 (IQR = 2–3).

People working primarily out of public places earned 300 UAH ($11.00 USD) per hour and a
total median monthly income from sex work of 6150 UAH ($226.30 USD), which constituted
80% of their total household income. Fifty-nine per cent of women supported one or more depen-
dents with their income: 29.7% supported children and 43.2% supported parents/grandparents.

Highways and truck-stops

Thirty women (5.4%) cited working at highways and truck-stops. Highways were viewed by the
women who worked there as having the lowest prestige of all the workplaces. Two-thirds of
women working in highway-based settings reported their workplace to be of below average to
low prestige and one-third reported it as average prestige. Most women did their own soliciting
(93.3%), almost half were assisted by a middle person (43.3%), and a few worked with managers
(13.3%). Sex workers at this workplace had a median of 39.5 (IQR = 27–49) client visits in a 30-
day period; with 20 (IQR = 13–25) occasional client visits and 19 (IQR = 12–31) regular client visits,
of those clients 4 (IQR = 3–6) were in the military. For women working primarily at a highway-
based, 33.3% reported having sex with a transactional partner in the past 30 days, 30% reported hav-
ing intimate partners, and 23.3% reported having sex with a casual sex partner.

Seventeen per cent of the highway-based sex workers reported ever having been physically
assaulted and 6.7% had been sexually assaulted by law enforcement while doing sex work. Thirty
per cent of highway-based sex workers reported being physically or sexually assaulted by a sex part-
ner in the past 3 months. The median rating for personal safety by highway-based sex workers was 2
(IQR = 2–3).

Highway-based sex workers reported earning 400 UAH ($14.70 USD) per hour from sex work
and a total median monthly income from sex work of 10,000 UAH ($368.00 USD), which rep-
resented 96% of their total monthly household income. Seventy-seven per cent of women supported
one or more dependents with their income: 40.0% supported children, 23.3% supported partners,
and 53.3% supported parents/grandparents.

Multiple workplaces

Two-fifths (n = 228, 40.2%) of the women interviewed reported working in more than one work-
place, among them 132 (58.7%) worked in 3 or more places (Figure 2). Women working at multiple
places were slightly older (median [IQR] = 27 [23–31] years) than those working at one place
(median [IQR] = 25 [22–29.5] years). Forty-eight per cent of women working in multiple places
were single and never married versus 59.6% in single workplaces; 13.6% of women in multiple
workplaces were living with a partner (versus 15.7% in single place); 7.9% were married not living
with spouse (versus 5.1% in single place); and 30.7% widowed or divorced (versus 19.6% in single
place).

Sex workers working at multiple workplaces had a higher number of client visits in a 30-day
period, with a median of 40 client visits (IQR = 28–60 visits) versus those working at one place
who saw a median of 31 client visits (IQR = 23–43 visits) (Table 3). Similarly, women working at
multiple workplaces had more occasional client visits than those working in a single workplace,
with a median of 24.5 client visits (IQR = 15–41 visits) and 18 client visits (IQR = 13–26 visits)
respectively. Regular client visits were also higher, with a median of 16 client visits (IQR = 8–24
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visits) versus 10 client visits (IQR = 6–20 visits). The number of military clients seen by sex workers
working at multiple workplaces was 0 (IQR = 0–2) in the past 30 days and in a single workplace was
1 (IQR = 0–2). A higher proportion of women working in multiple workplaces had transactional
partners (57% versus 43%); slightly more had intimate partners (49% versus 43%), and far more
had casual sex partners (45% versus 20%).

Twenty per cent of women working at multiple workplaces versus 8% of those at single work-
places reported ever having been physically assaulted by law enforcement; 11% of women working
at multiple workplaces versus 3% had been sexually assaulted by law enforcement while doing sex
work. The median rating for personal safety by women working at multiple workplaces was 3 (IQR
= 2–4) and for women at single workplaces was 4 (IQR = 3–4).

Total monthly income from sex work was almost the same between women working at multiple
workplaces versus single workplaces. Women working at multiple workplaces made 10 500 UAH
(IQR = 8000–12,800 UAH) per month ($386.40 USD [IQR = $294.40–471.00 USD]) compared to
women working at one place who reported making 10 000 UAH (IQR = 8000–13,000) per
month ($368.00 USD [IQR = $294.40–478.40 USD]); sex work made up 70% (IQR = 60–85%) of
household income for people at multiple workplaces and 80% (IQR = 60–100%) for people at single
workplaces. A higher proportion of women working in multiple workplaces had dependents (61%
versus 48%): 36.4% supported children (versus 25.6% of women working at one workplace), 18.4%
supported partners (versus 10.8%), 29.4% supported parents (versus 26.2%), and 7.0% supported
others (versus 4.8%).

Discussion

The results of our study demonstrate a diverse sex work environment in Dnipro, Ukraine, with het-
erogeneity across workplace typologies in terms of remuneration, workload, and safety. Experience
of violence and feelings of safety varied across workplaces. Sex workers in all workplaces, with the
exception of those working in art clubs, experienced physical and sexual violence perpetrated by law
enforcement officers and sex partners. Highway and public place-based sex workers reported more
violence compared with sex workers at offices and art clubs. In our study, women across work-
places, with the exception of those working in public places, reported earning more money than
the Dnipro city mean monthly wage of 6912 UAH (254.40 US$) in 2017 (Ukrstat.org, 2019).

Figure 2. Additional workplaces for sex work by main workplace.
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Women working in higher prestige places earned a higher hourly wage, however client volume also
varied which resulted in comparable monthly earnings from sex work across almost all workplace
types. Highway-based sex workers had the most client visits in a 30-day period.

A cross-sectional survey of sex workers in 27 cities across Ukraine conducted in 2015–2016
paints a somewhat different picture of workplace typologies. The predominant workplaces were
streets, roads or highways (35.7%), ‘via intermediaries’ (25.8%) and apartments/via internet
(19.4%) (Sereda & Sazonova, 2016). A preceding study conducted in 2013 included a breakdown
of workplaces for sex work in Dnipro. The proportion of sex workers who called street/highway/
motorway their main workplace was much higher (11%) than this study and those who said
flats/virtual were their main workplace to connect with clients was much lower (8%). Similarly,
to sex workers who were office-based in this study, ‘via intermediaries’ was the largest group,
although it was much larger than in our study (61%) (Balakirieva et al., 2014). The differences in
workplace typologies in the various studies illustrate how sex work industries differ across the
country; Dnipro’s sex work industry is largely based on managerial-style establishments, such as
offices or via intermediaries. The studies also demonstrate how the landscape of workplaces for
sex work can change over time. Compared with the previous surveillance study, the proportion
of sex workers in Ukraine who work through intermediaries and in apartments has increased over-
time (Sereda & Sazonova, 2016).

Exposure to violence has been associated with other STBBI risk behaviours (Choi et al., 2008;
Decker et al., 2010; Deering et al., 2013; Wirtz et al., 2015), and higher client volume has been
associated with STBBI prevalence, which can increase risk due to more exposure (Decker et al.,
2012; Mishra et al., 2009). Offices were most frequently named by sex workers as their main work-
place, a sex work venue which was ranked as one of the safest work environments by the women in
this study. Offices and apartments appeared to share many characteristics; however, apartment-
based sex workers reported far more violence from law enforcement officers. Many studies have
documented that third parties have protective effects in criminalised sex work contexts for sex

Table 3. Single workplace versus multiple workplaces.

Single workplace for sex
work

N = 332 (59.3)

Multiple workplaces for sex
work

N = 228 (40.2)

Client visits in a 30-day period Median (IQRa) 31 (23–43)
N = 331

40 (28–60)
N = 227

Occasional client visits in a 30-day
period

Median (IQR) 18 (13–26)
N = 319

24.5 (15–41)
N = 220

Regular client visits in a 30-day
period

Median (IQR) 10 (6–20)
N = 317

16 (8–24)
N = 218

Military clients in the past 30 days Median (IQR) 1 (0–2)
N = 305

0 (0–2)
N = 214

Household income from sex work in
the past 30 days

UAH Median (IQR)/
USD Median (IQR)b

10,000 UAH (8000–13,000)/
368.00 (294.40–478.40)

N = 317

10,500 UAH (8000–12,800)/
386.40 (294.40–471.00)

N = 223
Per cent of household income from sex
work in the past 30 days

Median (IQR) 80 (60–100)
N = 332

70 (60–85)
N = 228

Physical assault by law enforcement
while doing sex work – Yes

n (%) 26 (8.0) 45 (20.0)

Sexual Assault by law enforcement
while doing sex work – Yes

n (%) 10 (3.0) 26 (11.0)

Physical or sexual assault by sex
partner in the past 3 months – Yes

n (%) 18 (5.4) 21 (9.2)

Personal safety as a sex worker rating
1 (completely unsafe) to 5 (completely
safe)

Median (IQR) 4 (3–4)
N = 332

3 (2–4)
N = 228

aIQR: interquartile range.
bUnited States dollar conversion done with 2018 average rate 0.0368 (The World Bank https://databank.worldbank.org/source/
global-economic-monitor-(gem)).
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workers’ health, safety, rights, and agency to negotiate condoms as well as enabling economic
agency, because organisational structures often have established policies and protocols around
security measures, client screening, and STBBI prevention (Goldenberg et al., 2015, 2018; McBride
et al., 2019). Yet, as described in a systematic review of sex work environments, HIV prevention and
occupational safety remains largely dependent upon the legal context of sex work (Goldenberg
et al., 2018).

The largest groups of women supporting children were apartment- and highway-based sex
workers. With apartments and offices appearing to share many workplace characteristics with
the exception that offices offer a safer working environment, it raises the question as to why
women opt to work in these places? Studies in other contexts have found that some women prefer
to work in independent work environments because of a desire for flexibility and autonomy, fear of
managerial exploitation and economic independence, despite the physical and psychosocial vulner-
ability trade-off (Goldenberg et al., 2015). Additionally, women’s complex pragmatic decision-mak-
ing in managing sex work and parenting has been explored in a qualitative study conducted in
Mysore, India. Sex workers who became mothers shifted work hours to accommodate caring for
their children while continuing to practice sex work so as to financially provide for their children,
and save for their future financial needs, such as education (du Plessis et al., 2020). Despite their
contextual differences, these studies share a commonality, that women doing sex work with finan-
cial and familial responsibilities continue to make decisions which best suit their needs within an
environment of constraints. As Bruckert and Parent (2013) have pointed out ‘sex workers, like any
other workers, are selecting their labour location with the context of a constrained range of options’
(p. 62). Although there may be certain drawbacks to working in these workplaces – for instance
both apartments and highways provide a less safe work environment – workplace flexibility and
autonomy, especially for someone who has dependents to support, may be considered a worthwhile
trade-off.

We observed that the majority of sex workers had few visits from military clients, with highway-
based workers reporting seeing the highest number of these clients. Historically conflict, and there-
fore military presence, has created growth in demand for sex work (see for example, Brodeur et al.,
2018; deWildt, 2019). Our results do not illustrate a large increase of sex work demand in the city by
military personnel at the time of the survey. It is possible that the presence of military ebb and flow
and therefore was not captured, or that their position as military personnel remained hidden from
the women in our study over time. Women working on highways had the highest number of mili-
tary clients, conceivably seeing military clients as they travel to and from the conflict zone.

Our results corroborate work done in Côte d’Ivoire, which observed that violence against sex
workers was associated with features of work environments. Police refusal to provide protection,
as well as harassment or intimidation by police, were associated with physical and sexual violence
against sex workers. The authors argued for the need for structural interventions and policy reforms
to improve workplace health and safety (Lyons et al., 2017). In Ukraine, as in other contexts, much
of the violence sex workers experience is committed by law enforcement officers (see for example,
Demchenko et al., 2019; Lyons et al., 2017; Platt et al., 2018; Rhodes et al., 2008; Sereda & Sazonova,
2016; Sherman et al., 2015). A 2016 study found that almost half (46.6%) of female sex workers in
cities across Ukraine had experienced violence while doing sex work. Comparable with our results,
violence was more common among street-based sex workers. The majority of sex workers (82.1%)
experienced violence from customers and more than 1 in 10 respondents (12.4%) reported cases of
violence by law enforcement officers. Approximately half of those who had experienced violence
during commercial sex had sought help (Sereda & Sazonova, 2016). Physical and sexual violence
are important determinants of STBBI risk for women in sex work (Decker et al., 2010, 2012;
Pando et al., 2013; Peitzmeier et al., 2020; Swain et al., 2011) and violence against sex workers is
enabled by the criminalisation of sex work (Deering et al., 2014; Shannon & Csete, 2010). A quali-
tative study of sex work in Nigeria found that sex workers experienced multiple forms of violence
(physical, emotional, sexual, and economic violence) perpetrated by partners, clients, other sex
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workers, and law enforcement which the author linked to the criminalisation and stigmatisation of
sex work (Nelson, 2020). Sex workers globally argue for the decriminalisation of sex work and
acceptance of sex work as work, pointing to the evidence that criminalisation and other forms of
legal oppression negatively impact the safety and health of sex workers, including their risks of con-
tracting STBBIs (Benoit et al., 2019; Bruckert et al., 2003; Demchenko et al., 2019; Lazarus et al.,
2012; Lowman, 2000; Lyons et al., 2020; NSWP, 2017; Platt et al., 2018; Shannon et al., 2015;
Van der Meulen, 2010). In one meta-analysis, the authors concluded that repressive policing of
sex workers was associated with increased risk of violence from clients or other parties, STBBI infec-
tion, and condomless sex (Platt et al., 2018).

The decriminalisation of sex work is urgently needed to increase the safety of sex work, especially
as the women in our study experienced high rates of violence at the hand of law enforcement
officers. By highlighting the differences between sex work workplaces and the versatility offered
by different work environments, the decriminalisation of sex work would likely improve workplace
safety such as it has in New Zealand (Abel et al., 2009; Abel & Fitzgerald, 2012). A draft law was
submitted to the Ukrainian government in 2015 to consider the legalisation of sex work–which
included the provision of social guarantees and labour protectionisms for sex workers however it
was withdrawn due to ‘massive outcry’ from the public (Pyvovarova & Artiukh, 2020). It is impor-
tant to note the distinction between the legalisation and the decriminalisation of sex work: decrimi-
nalisation is used to describe ‘opposition to all forms of criminalisation and other legal oppression
of sex work and sex workers’ (NSWP, 2014, p. 2), while the legalisation of sex work generally means
that although it is not illegal to practice sex work various aspects of sex work might be limited or
controlled by state regulation and enforced by police (NSWP, 2014). Sex workers in Ukraine have
reported that if sex work were decriminalised, they would expect the following: safer working con-
ditions and lower risk of violence; legal protection from the police; decreased levels of societal stig-
matisation and self-stigmatisation; reduction of health risks, including STBBI infection; the ability
to determine the conditions for communicating with clients and the ability to access healthcare
without fear (Demchenko et al., 2019; Pyvovarova & Artiukh, 2020).

In this study a large number of sex workers reported working in multiple locations; further
analysis of these networks might help in understanding the interconnections of spaces and their
overlapping risks, thus informing where and when to implement relevant preventative program-
ming. Women working in multiple workplaces frequently worked in a space of the same typology,
or one with a comparable prestige level and possibly similar earning expectations. Heterogeneous
sex work typologies have been observed in other studies conducted around the world which con-
cluded that work environment features blended with context shaped sex worker experiences with
negotiating HIV and STBBI prevention (Argento et al., 2019; Goldenberg et al., 2015; Puradiredja
& Coast, 2012). The varying features across workplace typologies for sex workers may speak to the
different needs and experiences of women in choosing these spaces as their main workspace. By
enhancing our understanding of workplaces for sex work, programmes may be better tailored to
meet the needs of sex workers.

Limitations

This study is cross-sectional, and the results of this paper are descriptive in nature. We therefore
cannot infer causality between workplace typologies and our variables of interest. The study also
relies on self-reported data. Sensitive variables, such as violence, may be subjected to underreport-
ing through social desirability bias. Experiences of violence may have been underreported as is often
the case with accounting for violent experiences (Femi-Ajao et al., 2020; Fisher et al., 2003). Other
variables of note which were self-reported and may be subject to recall, social desirability, and mis-
classification biases were experiences of assault, prestige of workplace, SES, solicitation method, and
client visits.
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In this study we cannot infer how much time is spent doing sex work. We have measured work-
load by client visits in the past 30-days, however women likely do far more work related to sex work
than their time spent with clients: advertising, communicating, scheduling, waiting on no-show cli-
ents, et cetera. It is also likely that time spent with clients varied considerably, which was not cap-
tured in our survey. Further qualitative research into the features of the work environment would
shed light on the more nuanced differences of workplace features.

There are limitations with how we measured income from sex work. The way sex workers set
prices can be elastic. Depending on the workplace environment, sex workers may have some control
over price setting and adjust according to transaction conditions. We reported average earnings per
hour because the majority of women (87.9%) reported being paid per hour, but sex workers may
charge a flat fee per client visit or per type of service, or use a combination of these methods. It
is important to note that earnings from sex work can fluctuate depending on the individuals’ cir-
cumstances and on the season. In Ukraine, sex work can be seasonal, especially for those who work
outdoors. Self-reported income is accompanied with a broad range of possibilities for bias and
measurement error: incentives to underreport, difficulties for respondents or people to estimate
their income due to lack of knowledge, misunderstanding, recall problems, confusion and sensi-
tivity to the topic (Moore et al., 2000). Studies have shown that self-reported income for self-
employed people is often under-reported (Cabral & Gemmell, 2018; Hurst et al., 2014; Pissarides
& Weber, 1989).

Conclusion

In this paper, we explore the sex work industry in Dnipro, Eastern Ukraine, by examining the typol-
ogies of workplaces for sex work and the safety of sex workers, to understand the industry context
during the ongoing conflict in Ukraine. While sex workers in Dnipro earn a higher monthly wage
than the city mean, they also report experiencing high rates of violence and a lack of personal safety
in their workplaces. The decriminalisation of sex work in Ukraine and globally has the potential to
minimise the risks and harms experienced by sex workers, regardless of which space women prac-
tice sex work. By understanding more about workplaces, programmes may be better tailored to
meet the needs of sex workers as the context within which they work shifts and respond to changing
work environments due to ongoing conflict and COVID-19 pandemic.
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