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ABSTRACT

Introduction Sex workers, who provide sexual or erotic
acts in exchange for payment, often experience multiple
disadvantages, including mental ill health and substance
misuse. Mainstream healthcare services are generally not
configured to facilitate engagement with sex workers and
therefore, services are needed that are accessible to this
population. The aim of this scoping review is to understand
the evidence base for approaches, services and
interventions that are aimed at addressing sex workers’
health needs.

Methods and analysis Nine databases, CINAHL, Embase,
EThOS, Google Scholar, Health Management Information
Consortium, MEDLINE, ProQuest Dissertations and
Theses, PsycINFO and Web of Science (Core Collection),
will be searched, with results limited to English language
publications and those published from 2003 onwards.
De-duplication, study selection and data extraction will be
conducted using Covidence software. Included studies will
describe or evaluate approaches, services or interventions
that address the health needs of sex workers who offer
services that involve physical contact with a client.

Ethics and dissemination No ethical review is needed.
The final report will be shared with Birmingham City
Council as part of ongoing work and will be disseminated
by peer-reviewed publication.

Study registration Open Science Framework (doi:
10.17605/0SF.I0/N7WSX).

INTRODUCTION

For the purposes of this research, we are
defining sex work as ‘the provision of sexual
or erotic acts or sexual intimacy in exchange
for payment or other benefit or need’
excluding work that takes place solely online.
We recognise that the sex worker population
is exceptionally diverse in terms of socioeco-
nomic status, and location and methods of
working. The number of sex workers in the
UK is estimated to be around 72 8002; the
majority are female. In England and Wales,
the sale and purchase of sexual services
between consenting adults are legal. However,
soliciting, kerb-crawling, brothel-keeping
and various forms of exploitation are illegal.
Government attempts to tackle sex work via
criminalisation have marginalised many sex

,'® Caroline Bradbury-Jones'

STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS OF THIS STUDY

= The review team is of sufficient size (n=10) to in-
dependently conduct each stage of the review, and
with regular planned meetings to address incon-
sistencies in the process and to resolve disputes
through whole team discussions.

= The inclusion of grey literature means that publica-
tion bias is reduced and will enable a wider exam-
ination of the interventions that have been described
or evaluated outside of the academic literature.

= One of the review team members developed the
methods, now widely used, that will be adopted
during data analysis.

= Use of the Effect, Mechanism, Moderator,
Implementation, Economic framework allows for a
thorough examination of interventions.

= The primary goal of this scoping review is to map
the existing literature and identify knowledge gaps;
while this breadth of coverage is useful for identi-
fying studies overall, it may prioritise quantity over
quality, meaning that equal weight is given to stud-
ies of varying quality and significance.

workers,” displacing them to isolated areas
and rendering them vulnerable to violence
and poor health.”

The Sexual Offences Act 2003 introduced
significant changes to UK sex work laws. It
aimed to modernise and clarify the legal
framework surrounding sex work while
addressing issues related to exploitation and
protecting individuals involved in the sex
trade. The changes in the law aimed to strike a
balance between addressing exploitation and
protecting vulnerable individuals while recog-
nising the complexity of issues surrounding
prostitution. The act did not attempt to
eradicate or criminalise sex work but sought
to provide legal safeguards and address the
harm associated with exploitation.

While some sex workers engage in risky
behaviours, such as unprotected sex, condom
use has increased among sex workers in the
past three decades, leading to a decrease in
HIV cases." The prevalence of other sexu-
ally transmitted infections (STIs) among sex
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workers is low, even though the potential for transmis-
sion is high.* Sex workers also face high levels of physical,
sexual and verbal violence in almost all sex work settings,
and sexual violence may be associated with inconsistent
condom use and thus, an increased risk of STIs.” The
consequences of physical violence can often lead to
poor physical health, as well as poor mental health due
to trauma. Research into sex work and mental health is
scarce but a study of female sex workers in Zurich (on and
off-street) found that the violence they experienced could
lead to high levels of anxiety, stress and post-traumatic
stress disorder.’

Many sex workers do not misuse drugs or alcohol, but
those who do are highly marginalised. Sex work and
substance misuse can be mutually reinforcing; drugs
and/or alcohol are used by some to cope with selling sex
and the associated violence and abuse, and some individ-
uals sell sex to support their addiction.” Sex workers may
experience barriers to accessing drug treatment services
including long waiting lists, service inflexibility and
service providers not understanding the reality of their
situations.®

Moreover, sex work is associated with high levels of social
stigma.* Fear of stigmatisation and/or criminalisation
means that sex workers who are victims of violence do not
commonly identify themselves as sex workers when they
attend emergency services.” Fear of stigmatisation and/
or criminalisation also results in reduced contact with
the wider range of health services and other providers
of support, exacerbating increased stress, mental health
problems and feelings of isolation and contributing to
social exclusion.*

‘Multiple disadvantages’ has been defined as people
experiencing two or more of the following issues:
mental ill health, substance misuse, homelessness and
current or historical offending.” Sex workers are an
adult cohort likely to be experiencing these adversities,
and effective healthcare provision for them will likely
be limited by the fact that mainstream health and well-
being services are generally not configured to facilitate
engagement with sex workers (particularly street sex
workers).

Most health services targeted at sex workers provide
support for sexual health and substance misuse. However,
these services do not meet the wider health needs of sex
workers, which are likely to be the same as anyone’s,
including acute physical and mental health needs,
preventive health screening and monitoring of long-
term conditions. Sex workers are potentially less likely to
access generic health services as a result of fear of crimi-
nalisation, stigmatisation, escalation of untreated vulner-
abilities and due to additional adversities (outside of the
scope of this review, but related to poor health outcomes)
such as homelessness, lack of qualifications and poverty."”
There are very few studies that look at the general health
needs of commercial sex workers and the range of health-
care support they can and do access to help them improve
their health.

A recent systematic review identified the barriers and
facilitators that sex workers experience when accessing
health services which include health information, stigma,
the quality of healthcare, and available, accessible and
affordable services.'' In terms of health outcomes, a large
systematic review of the international literature found
that in countries where sex work is legalised or decrim-
inalised, sex workers had a greater awareness of health
conditions and health risk behaviours compared with
criminalised jurisdictions.'* Scoping searches of Google
Scholar, the Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews,
Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) Evidence Synthesis and
PROSPERO identified no current or proposed systematic
or scoping reviews examining services aimed at addressing
the health needs of sex workers. The aim of this scoping
review is to summarise the evidence base for approaches,
services and interventions that are aimed at addressing
sex workers’ health needs.

METHODS AND ANALYSIS

A scoping review design has been chosen as this is less
restrictive than a systematic review, thus allowing a broad
scope and the inclusion of literature from academic and
non-academic sources.” This review is part of a wider
project, designed to identify opportunities to prevent ill
health; reduce demand and need for services; identify
good practice, enablers and barriers to access; identify gaps
in National Health Service (NHS) or NHS-commissioned
services; and recommend clinically and cost-effective
options to meet sex workers’ needs. Accordingly, in addi-
tion to the scoping review, data and intelligence from
service and stakeholder organisations will be gathered,
along with insights from engagement with sex workers
themselves and the organisations and services they use.
The project is commissioned under the Birmingham City
Council Public Health, Inclusion Health Groups objec-
tive, and reflects work done by the Public Health Team in
relation to single adults experiencing multiple complex
needs.

The review will be conducted in accordance with the
JBI framework for scoping reviews'” and will be reported
according to the Preferred Reporting Items for System-
atic Reviews and Meta-Analyses Extension for Scoping
Reviews checklist."*

In January 2023, preliminary searches of Google
Scholar, Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews, JBI
Evidence Synthesis and PROSPERO were conducted to
ensure that there were no published or ongoing scoping
reviews on this topic. This scoping review commenced in
January 2023 and is due to be completed by July 2023.

Review question

The Population, Concept, Context (PCC) framework was
used to develop the primary review question,'” where the
population is sex workers and the concept is approaches,
services and interventions aimed at addressing health
needs.
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Table 1 Inclusion criteria by PCC framework
Inclusion criteria

Population Sex workers aged 18 years and above who offer services that involve physical contact with a
client.
Including: female, male, trans, non-binary and those offering services for same or opposite-
sex clients.

Concept Any approach, service or intervention that addresses health needs.
Either solely for sex workers or aimed at sex workers and other groups deemed high risk, for
example, men who have sex with men, intravenous drug users.

Context Relevant to the UK

Types of evidence sources

Any source that describes or evaluates the concept including, but not limited to, primary

research studies (including from letters, conference proceedings, posters where there
is enough detail to extract data), meta-analyses, audits, service evaluation, and local
government or charity reports/documents, guidelines, websites.

Relevant literature reviews will be examined to identify primary sources.

PCC, Population, Concept, Context.

If national research is insufficient (<20), then interna-
tional findings will be included, from countries that have
healthcare systems and laws related to sex work that are
similar to the UK context. Our search strategy is stratified
to allow for this. The primary review question is:

What is the evidence base for approaches, services and
interventions that could address the health needs of sex
workers in the UK?

Inclusion criteria

Eligibility criteria are based on the PCC framework (see
table 1).

Search strategy
The search strategy is designed to capture published and
unpublished literature, using the three-step approach
described by JBL'? First, search terms will be trialled in
MEDLINE (see online supplemental file 1 for MEDLINE
search strategy, with search results up to 20 March 2023),
and relevant papers accessed to identify additional
subject headings and synonyms. A second search using all
identified terms will be conducted in the following data-
bases: CINAHL, Embase, EThOS, Google Scholar, Health
Management Information Consortium, MEDLINE,
ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, PsycINFO and Web
of Science (Core Collection). Finally, identified reports
and articles will be searched for additional sources. This
search will be supplemented with Google searches to iden-
tify further sources not captured within the databases.

To ensure that findings are contemporary and relevant,
results will be limited to 2003 onwards, when the Sexual
Offences Act came into force, and published in English.

Source of evidence selection

Results will be uploaded to Covidence systematic review
software (available at www.covidence.org). Covidence
automatically removes duplicates and the number of
reviewers required for each stage can be set within the
software (to be set at two for each stage of this review),

meaning that all members of the reviewing team can work
on the review simultaneously without duplication of work.

To address the aim of the study, a stratified approach to
screening will be undertaken. Initially, titles and abstracts
will be screened, according to the inclusion criteria
detailed in table 1, without consideration of context, that
is, all relevant results will be included at this stage regard-
less of the country or context of the intervention. The
whole review team will meet regularly to discuss conflicts
and where necessary to make modifications to the eligi-
bility criteria.

At the full-text review stage, results will be tagged within
Covidence as ‘UK’ or ‘not UK’ to identify whether there
are sufficient studies at the national or international level;
context inclusion criteria will be based on the lowest level
with sufficient results (<20). Full texts will be accessed
and screened against the full inclusion criteria, including
context.

Data charting, extraction and analysis of the evidence

A bespoke data extraction form will be created in Covi-
dence. A draft form will be developed to include, at a
minimum, title of the paper, authors, country of study,
more granular location, for example, city/county, aim
of study, type of paper (descriptive/evaluative), study
design, start and end date, funding sources, population
description, inclusion/exclusion criteria, recruitment
methods, number of participants, participant character-
istics and description of the intervention. The form will
be piloted with all reviewers extracting data from two
included studies, and the form adapted as needed. Data
will be extracted by two independent reviewers.

The analysis will be conducted using a two-stage process.
First, the Effect, Mechanism, Moderator, Implementa-
tion, Economic (EMMIE) framework will be used to
extract and map data on the interventions' (see table 2).

In a second analytical step, we will capture the compo-
nents of the EMMIE framework in the form of a table that
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Table 2 EMMIE framework for data extraction

Data to be extracted

Description
Effect Overall effect size and direction of effect
Mechanisms How the intervention produces its effects
Moderators Contexts that moderate if mechanisms will be activated to

generate the intended effect
Implementation
Economic

EMMIE, Effect, Mechanism, Moderator, Implementation, Economic.

focuses on Patterns, Advances, Gaps, Evidence for prac-
tice and Research recommendations (PAGER).'® PAGER
was developed by one of the review team and colleagues
and is gaining popularity in health and social research
for its clarity in presenting the results of scoping reviews.

Patient and public involvement

The project team plans to invite people with lived experi-
ence of sex work to comment on the findings and review
conclusions and would like to acknowledge that contribu-
tion in advance.

Ethics and dissemination
As this is a scoping review, no ethical review is
needed. A report of the review, detailing the methods,
results and recommendations, will be produced and
presented to the wider project team. It is anticipated
that the findings from the review will feed into the data
and intelligence-gathering phases of the project. The
review will also be written up for publication in a peer-
reviewed journal.

The review protocol has been published on the Open
Science Framework (doi: 10.17605/OSF.I0/N7WSX).

Twitter Julie Taylor @bulawayojulie
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