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Abstract: Online platforms shape and facilitate our social, economic, and political activities. Sex
workers have long pioneered their use for advertising, providing services, screening clients, collect-
ing payments, and peer-interaction, among other activities. To learn more about the platforms sex
workers use and how they engage and resist platforms’ power, we consider the following questions:
How and to what extent do sex workers engage with online platforms? How do these platforms’
policies and practices shape the conditions of their work? And, how do sex workers negotiate these
platforms” power? Drawing on data from a national survey of 440 sex workers, developed in part-
nership with sex workers across the United States, we found that sex workers use a range of online
platforms for their work. However, platform policies and practices often remove and/or limit sex
workers’ access, thereby restricting their ability to earn income and also compromising their safety,
and these effects stratify along the lines of race, gender, and ability. Sex workers respond to and
resist platforms’ policies through various pre-emptive and pro-active actions. Our study expands
the existing research on sex work and online platforms, particularly to illuminate the consequences
of corporate-led platform policy development and implementation for marginalized workers.

Keywords: sex work; online platforms; policy and law; SESTA/FOSTA; terms of service; payment
processor; mixed methods; de-platform; shadow banning; disability

1. Introduction

Online platforms—understood broadly as the websites that host, organize, and cir-
culate users’ content, ranging from Instagram to Amazon to AirBnB (Gillespie 2018)—
shape and facilitate our social, economic, and political activities. Among their users, sex
workers have long been pioneers—in navigating the potentially negative social and legal
consequences of their work, they are often at the forefront of adopting and adapting to
new technologies, using these to advertise and provide services, screen clients, collect
payments, and interact with their peers, among other activities (Berg 2022; Sanders et al.
2020). Yet even as online platforms facilitate many aspects of their work, they have not
made it easier or have eliminated its attendant risks.

Emerging research, which focuses mainly on the post-2018 era, following the passage
of SESTA/FOSTA (the Stop Enabling Sex Traffickers Act (SESTA) and the Allow States and
Victims to Fight Online Sex Trafficking Act (FOSTA)), discussed more below, indicates
that online platforms often remove sex workers from their accounts and/or restrict their
access, which compromises their capacity to earn income, screen clients, and communi-
cate with their peers, among other consequences (see, e.g., Blunt and Wolf 2020a, 2020b;
Blunt and Stardust 2021; Burns and Benz 2023; Tichenor 2020; Barakat and Redmiles 2021;
Musto et al. 2021). In so doing, platforms exercise power, which, as we explain below, we
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understand as the capacity to define and enforce “the terms of access through which large
numbers of consumers access goods, services, and information” (Culpepper and Thelen
2020, p. 288).

To expand the research on platform power and learn more about the platforms that
sex workers use and how they engage and resist their power more specifically, we con-
sider three related questions: First, how and to what extent do sex workers engage with
online platforms? Second, how do these platforms” policies and practices shape the con-
ditions of their work? And third, how do sex workers negotiate these platforms’ power?
Answering these questions is important because online platforms play a key role in the
contemporary USA’s economy, and they have significant power to develop and imple-
ment policies governing their users because they operate in a fragmented and incoherent
regulatory environment (see, e.g., Babwah Brennen and Perault 2023; Goldman 2023; Ti-
idenberg 2021). Therefore, examining sex workers’ experiences with online platforms il-
luminates the consequences of corporate-led platform policy development and implemen-
tation, particularly for marginalized workers.

Drawing on data from a national survey, which we developed in partnership with
individual sex workers and community groups across the USA, we found that sex workers
use a range of online platforms to engage in and collect payment for their work, both
virtually and in person. However, platform policies and practices often remove and/or
limit sex workers” access to them, which, in turn, restricts their ability to earn income and
compromises their capacity to live and work safely; yet sex workers do not experience
these effects equally, particularly along the lines of race, gender, and ability. At the same
time, we also find that sex workers are not passive platform users: educated about and
attuned to many platform-related policies and practices, they respond to and resist these
through various pre-emptive and pro-active actions. To illustrate this argument, we begin
by reviewing the literature describing the socio-legal landscape that regulates platforms
and sex workers’ use thereof. Next, we explain our methods of data collection and analysis
and we present our results. In our concluding discussion, we consider how our study var-
iously expands the existing research on sex work and online platforms and the implica-
tions of this for policy and future research.

1.1. Literature Review

Like many other workers in the contemporary economy, sex workers operate within
the vast online platform universe, which includes the sites that host, organize, and circu-
late users’ shared content or social interactions without having produced or commissioned
(the bulk of) that content (Gillespie 2018). Defined this way, platforms appear to be neutral
and egalitarian structures that do not create content but merely “host” it; however, this is
not the case in reality (Gillespie 2010; Noble 2018; van der Nagel 2021). Because most
online platforms are for-profit enterprises that depend on ad revenue and sales of user
data, they have a vested interest in moderating “the content and activity of users, using
some logistics of detection, review, and enforcement” (Gillespie 2018, p. 21).

Furthermore, online platforms in the USA have significant power to govern their us-
ers. As Culpepper and Thelen (2020) summarize, today a handful of large technology com-
panies (namely, Facebook [Meta] (Menlo Park, CA, USA), Amazon (Seattle, WA, USA),
Apple (Cupertino, CA, USA), Google (Mountain View, CA, USA), and Microsoft (Red-
mond, WA, USA) and their related platforms exercise enormous influence in advanced
economies: they control access to the crucial services that many of their users depend on
(see also Rahman 2018), and the direct, intimate relationship they have with their consum-
ers confers “platform power” to them (Culpepper and Thelen 2020, p. 290). Through this
power, they may leverage “their loyal (in many cases, captive) consumer base into an ac-
tive public narrative and political advocacy strategy to secure legislative and legal support
for their business model” (Culpepper and Thelen 2020, p. 294). This business model relies
on and benefits from platforms’ capacities to largely self-regulate, which is facilitated in
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the USA by the highly decentralized law and policy environment in which they operate
(Jhaver et al. 2023).

Therefore, in light of their power within a relatively weak and fragmented regulatory
environment, online platforms are constantly developing a range of their own policies and
practices that shape the conditions under which their users live and work. However, plat-
form companies do not have total control here: the broader socio-legal context in which
they operate also often shapes and motivates their actions. As the following discussion
indicates, even as many online platforms have pushed for self-regulation and/or resisted
or evaded state regulation, they have succumbed to public concern about state efforts to
prevent sex trafficking. As a result, not only have government agencies and technology
companies shut down multiple platforms for sex workers, but many online platforms also
now restrict access to and ban those who appear to produce sexual content.

1.1.1. Sex Work and Online Platforms

The relationship between sex work and online platforms illustrates broader and
evolving issues of platform use, power, and governance. Certainly, technological
changes—from the automobile to the telephone, to camcorders and the DVD—have al-
ways shifted the structure of the sex industry and, by extension, increased opportunities
therein (MacPhail et al. 2015; Koken et al. 2010). But, the internet remains the most signif-
icant force in restructuring the sex industry and related opportunities for sex workers.
Consequently, sex work today is conducted and/or provided through online technologies
(Sanders et al. 2016; Bernier et al. 2021; Jones 2015b, 2020), and it encompasses what An-
gela Jones (2015b, p. 560) terms “any internet-mediated exchange of sexual commodities
and/or services,” ranging from actual service delivery (such as a webcam show) to mar-
keting for in-person services (see also Cunningham et al. 2018).

The expansion of online technologies—and platforms in particular—has potentially
increased sex workers’ power in at least three key ways. First, they have expanded access
to sex work and, hence, income opportunities (Jones 2015b, 2020; Rand 2019; Nayar 2017;
Koken et al. 2010; Ditmore 2023a). Second, online technologies have lowered sex workers’
risk exposure in a number of ways: the physical risks of full-service sex work (e.g., preg-
nancy, STIs, sexual coercion, etc.) largely disappear in webcamming or other online spaces
(Jones 2015b). Third, online communities have enhanced sex workers’ solidarity by creat-
ing more opportunities for professional networking, peer support, and collective organi-
zation and action, and for challenging sex and gender norms more broadly (Sanders et al.
2019; Berg 2022; van der Nagel 2021; Feldman 2014).

At the same time, online platforms and other technologies have not eliminated risks
for sex workers. For example, customers may subject online performers to trolling (i.e.,
making deliberately offensive and inflammatory comments in an online community), and
even as sex workers may use platforms to screen clients, this reduces but does not elimi-
nate violence against them, particularly from clients. Moreover, online technologies such
as data analytics and facial recognition software have increased law enforcement’s capac-
ity to investigate and arrest persons for prostitution (Jones 2016; Campbell et al. 2019). But
among these potential dangers in the expanding online/mobile sex market, human traf-
ficking—and sex trafficking, more specifically —has sounded the most alarm. Concerns
here are evident in the debates about what Musto and boyd (2014) term “the trafficking-
technology nexus,” which highlights how online and other connective tools may help with
trafficking investigations and disseminate anti-trafficking information; however, abusers
may also take advantage of mobile technologies and social media to reach broader audi-
ences across vast geographical distances (Latonero 2011; Milivojevic et al. 2020; Fuku-
shima 2019; Musto and boyd 2014; Berg et al. 2020; Limoncelli 2020).
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1.1.2. Law, Policy, and Platforms

The socio-legal landscape in the USA has evolved in response to the current traffick-
ing panic, particularly since 2000, when Congress passed the Trafficking Victims Protec-
tion Act (TVPA). As McDowell and Tiidenberg (2023) document, while this and subse-
quent laws may seem somewhat recent, they are a product of a decades-long effort by so-
called moral entrepreneurs “lobbying for the creation of obscenity legislation and its ‘rig-
orous enforcement’ in the United States” (p. 2). Among those involved with shaping the
TVPA, anti-sex work feminists and conservative religious figures who conflated human
trafficking and sex work —and were particularly concerned with young girls’ involvement
in the sex trades —were especially influential here (Baker 2018; Ditmore 2023a, 2023b; Zim-
merman 2012). Many of these anti-sex work actors also emphasized the relationship be-
tween technology and sex trafficking in public discourse, often without distinguishing
between consensual sex work and coercive sex trafficking, and they were especially con-
cerned that traffickers were recruiting girls and young women into the sex trades online
(see, e.g., Farley et al. 2014). As a result, online technologies quickly became “the new
battleground spaces upon which longstanding disagreements about sex work, human
trafficking, and the sexual exploitation of youth are enacted” (Thakor and boyd 2013, p.
279).

Nowhere are these battles more apparent than in governments’ and online platforms’
efforts to moderate, control, and ban sexual content. Regarding government actions in the
USA, various agencies have taken measures to close websites that, they allege, promoted
prostitution and sex trafficking, such as the 2014 FBI raid on and closure of
MyRedbook.com and the Department of Homeland Security’s 2015 raid and closure of
Rentboy.com (Majic 2020). However, SESTA/FOSTA significantly accelerated the subse-
quent sex work-related platform closures and other censorious actions by amending Sec-
tion 230 of the Communications Decency Act to open platforms to criminal and civil lia-
bility where there is content related to trafficking for sex. They also amended the TVPA to
include the as-yet-undefined “participation in a venture which has engaged in trafficking”
in order to hold websites accountable for promoting sex trafficking.

In response to SESTA/FOSTA, a number of platforms developed their own policies
and practices to avoid investigations and prosecution. To name just some examples, in
2018, Craigslist’s personals closed in March, and in April, the Department of Justice’s
Child Exploitation and Obscenity Section and the US Attorney General’s Office for the
Central District of Arizona, with support from various other state-level agencies, seized
and shut down Backpage, a site hosting classified ads, including those for escorts and
other (legal) sexual service providers. Reddit also banned four subreddits that were fre-
quented by sex workers, including r/Escorts, r/MaleEscorts, r/Hookers, and
r/SugarDaddy, and Tumblr introduced a sweeping adult content ban in December (soon
after, Apple removed Tumblr from its app store (Bronstein 2021)). Platforms have also
taken measures to avoid prosecution. For one, they have restricted content. To illustrate,
in December 2020, Pornhub decided to remove 10 million videos alleged to contain images
depicting rape and underage sex from its platform. Platforms have also implemented
practices that reduce or eliminate certain users. One of these is shadow banning—a cross-
platform moderation technique that restricts content deemed inappropriate, often by pre-
venting users from appearing in a search or by hiding users in feeds (Are 2021). And an-
other is de-platforming, which, generally speaking, involves removing an account on so-
cial media (or other platforms) for breaking platform rules (Rogers 2020; Molldrem 2018).

1.1.3. Sex Work Online: Safer Now?

While both government agencies and platform companies claim that the aforemen-
tioned policies and practices will help to keep individuals safe and prevent crimes such
as sex trafficking, sex workers and other affected communities have indicated otherwise.
As early as 2015, Kristen DiAngelo and Rachel Anderson from Sex Workers Outreach
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Project/Safer Alternatives through Networking and Education (SWOP/SANE) surveyed
44 sex workers in Sacramento County, finding that, after MyRedbook’s closure in 2014,
many respondents returned to street-based work, where they encountered rape or arrest,
or both (DiAngelo and Anderson 2015).

Since then, research focused on the post-SESTA/FOSTA era shows that platforms’
policies and actions have greatly compromised sex workers’ capacities to live and work
safely. For one, de-platforming measures have reduced sex workers’ income, leading
many to seek more clients in public spaces, accept riskier interactions, and interact more
with law enforcement (Burns and Benz 2023; Ditmore 2023a; Blunt et al. 2021; Blunt and
Wolf 2020a, 2020b; COYOTE and SWOP-Seattle 2018; Musto et al. 2021). Second, platform
closures and practices related to de-platforming have also reduced sex workers’ capacities
to screen clients, communicate with their peers, and develop social capital (Burns and
Benz 2023; Musto et al. 2021; Blunt and Wolf 2020a; Bronstein 2021; van der Nagel 2021;
Lake 2018). For example, within a day of SESTA/FOSTA's passage, platforms where con-
senting adults engaged in discussions about sexual matters were closed to sexual content
(Bronstein 2021), and Blunt et al. (2020) describe how de-platforming has chilled the
speech of many marginalized groups online, particularly members of LGBTQI+ commu-
nities.

Altogether, there is a growing body of research about sex workers’” experiences with
online platforms, particularly in the post-SESTA/FOSTA era, and this research shows the
various ways in which platforms’ policies and practices to date may negatively shape the
conditions under which sex workers live and work. However, much of this research fo-
cused primarily on the time period around the 2018 passage of SESTA/FOSTA and the
closure of Backpage and generally drew from small samples, often with limited method-
ological and/or demographic descriptions. As a result, we know less about the range of
platforms that sex workers use and their experiences with them more broadly, especially
since the COVID-19 pandemic and its related lockdowns potentially moved more people
into online sex work (Ditmore 2023a). Building on the existing research to capture this
information will, therefore, provide important insights into the benefits and challenges of
online work, particularly for marginalized groups in the contemporary economy.

1.2. Anticipated Findings

Given the lack of comprehensive knowledge about sex workers’ platform use and the
relatively recent emergence of research about the ways in which online platforms’ policies
and practices shape sex workers’ experiences thereon, our study is necessarily phenome-
nological, inductive, and exploratory. As a result, it may seem challenging (and epistemo-
logically inconsistent) to pose and test potential hypotheses in response to our research
questions. With that being said, existing sex work research (including that about sex work
and online platforms) certainly urges us to anticipate certain findings in response to our
research questions, which we pose and outline below.

RQ1: How and to what extent do sex workers engage with online platforms?

The research noted above indicates that sex workers have long adapted to changing
technologies, and online platforms have increased their income opportunities, as they
have for other workers throughout the contemporary economy. We therefore anticipate
that sex workers engage with a wide range of online platforms to facilitate both virtual
and in-person sex work.

RQ2: How do online platforms’ policies and practices shape the conditions of their
work?

Platforms have developed a number of policies and practices that moderate, control,
and ban sexual content in an effort to avoid prosecution, and of these, research indicates
that de-platforming and shadow banning impact sex workers (and other workers) most
directly. A long line of research (Vanwesenbeeck 2013, 2017) shows that—like the majority
of workers in the contemporary economy—people engage in sex work for primarily
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economic reasons, and online platforms expand opportunities here and, as the aforemen-
tioned research indicates, potentially help sex workers work more safely (or, at least feel
safer).

However, as Angela Jones (2015b) notes, studies, and particularly surveys, of sexual
labor online may present an overly homogenized impression of workers and work in this
field, particularly along demographic lines. Certainly, sex workers are not a homogenous
community, as indicated by the term “whore-archy” —a term sex workers use to describe
the pyramid with street-based sex workers on the bottom, webcammers at the top, and
various indoor sex workers located in between. And as Audacia Ray documented as early
as 2007, growing online opportunities further stratified this so-called whore-archy, with
distinctions between those who advertised on Craigslist (free of charge and accessible to
a less affluent clientele) and the Eros Guide, which attracts more “professional” sex work-
ers and a higher-income clientele (Ray 2007).

As in any other stratified profession, the research to date (even as it is often based on
small samples) indicates that sex workers at the top of the online whore-archy are more
likely to present as white cis women, earn higher incomes, and experience less violence
from clients and law enforcement (see, e.g., Van Doorn and Velthuis 2018; Velthuis and
van Doorn 2020; Jones 2015a; Rand 2019; Miller-Young 2010; Moorman and Harrison
2016). Yet, while this research indicates how race and gender privilege may variously in-
tersect to shape sex workers’ experiences, as Blewett et al. write, “Studies of sex workers
have largely failed to account for how disabilities shape entry into sex work and the labor
experiences of these workers” (2022, np). Articles in their symposium indicate that sex
work may be empowering for disabled persons, particularly those who identify as trans
and gender expansive (Jones 2022; Cooper 2022); however, it also indicates that non-white
trans and nonbinary sex workers with disabilities on online platforms may face violence
from not only clients and the state but also from other sex workers (Felkins 2022).

Given all of this, we anticipate that a large portion of sex workers experience de-
platforming and shadow banning. In terms of the effects, we focused only on those re-
lated to de-platforming (for reasons we outline below), and here, we further anticipate
that de-platformed sex workers experience income loss and are or feel less safe. How-
ever, we also anticipated inequalities in how sex workers experience de-platforming and
its related effects on their income and safety, particularly along the lines of race, gender
identity, and ability. Specifically, we anticipated that de-platforming is more likely for
non-white sex workers than for white sex workers, gender-expansive sex workers than
for cis sex workers, and disabled sex workers than for non-disabled sex workers. In
terms of the effects, we further anticipated that income loss and safety loss are more
likely for non-white/gender-expansive/disabled de-platformed sex workers than for
white/cis/non-disabled sex workers.

RQ3. How do sex workers negotiate platforms’ power?

Extending a long line of scholarship about sex workers’ agency and political activism
(see, e.g., Majic 2014, Chateauvert 2013; Mac and Molly 2018), we anticipated that sex work-
ers are knowledgeable about online platform-related laws and policies, and they vari-
ously change their behavior and even resist these policies and practices.

2. Materials and Methods

We worked with sex workers across the USA to develop an IRB (Human Research
Protection Program [HRPP])-approved (#2022-0245-John Jay, 2 December 2022) national
survey of their experiences with the online platforms they use to advertise, offer, and col-
lect payment for sexual services. As we describe below, this collaborative, community-
based approach to our research (for more details, see Majic and Ditmore under review)
was necessary for us to ensure that our survey reached and elicited authentic responses
from our target population: sex workers who were 18 years of age or older and had ever
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exchanged sex for cash or other things of value in the USA, and used at least one online
platform for any of their exchanges.

2.1. Survey Development

To ensure that our survey was accessible and legible to the widest range of sex work-
ers possible across the USA, we partnered with community members who brought geo-
graphic and racial diversity, varied levels of technical expertise, and experience in diverse
sex work venues to our project. They included two individuals who are sex workers and
activists in Oregon and New York and five representatives from sex worker organizations:
the Central Ohio Sex Worker Outreach (COSWO), which works with sex workers in the
mid-west; the Heaux History Project, which is based in Chicago and focuses on Black sex
workers; Red Canary Song (RSC), which is based in New York City and works with Asian
sex workers; Community United for Safety and Protection in Alaska; and the St. James
Infirmary (SJI, which closed in March 2024, but until then was located in San Francisco
and served many people of color and a gender-diverse population).

Our community partners played an integral role in our survey development, influ-
encing topics, drafting and revising survey questions, testing the online survey and its
software (Qualtrics: Provo, Utah), and offering feedback at every stage (for more details,
see Appendix A). Altogether, the final survey asked a maximum of 103 questions (depend-
ent upon the responses to branching questions) that included a mix of multiple-choice and
open-text formats. Topics included sex work experience, platforms used for sex work, ex-
periences with platforms, including account suspension or termination, experiences with
online violence and harassment, SESTA/FOSTA’s impact on participants” work, and de-
mographic questions. We did not require the respondents to answer every question, and
the respondents’ time spent on the survey varied based on their responses to branching
questions (the average survey response time was 35 minutes). Our high completion rate,
discussed below, indicates that even though the survey was long, it did not induce fatigue
for our respondents.

2.2. Sampling

Given that much of their work is criminalized and/or stigmatized in the USA, sex
workers are a difficult population to reach for obtaining a nationally representative sam-
ple via traditional social science research methods. Put simply, we could not buy a repre-
sentative sample of sex workers from Qualtrics or, alternatively, access a directory of sex
workers, randomly sample them, and then send a survey link. Therefore, our sampling
strategy involved distributing the survey through a “post-able” link that our community
partners shared through their social media and other networks.

This strategy was valuable for two reasons: First, it would help to establish partici-
pants’ trust (for example, if they trusted the S]I for their health care, then they may also
trust a survey that the SJI shared). Second, it would reach our target population. While
this distribution method may appear limited in that it would only reach sex workers who
were online, in fact, this was reasonable and appropriate for our survey, given that we
sought to reach sex workers who have experience with online platforms. We also offered
a USD 20 incentive for eligible survey respondents (the minimum amount recommended
by community partners for our long survey). The median duration of the survey was 13.2
minutes (792 seconds) from approximately 399 data points, while the average time spent
was 35 minutes (with great variation).

Our first round of distribution occurred in January 2023. At this time, the COVID-19
restrictions in the USA had ended; however, given that many people’s work shifted online
across the economy and has remained there since, more people may have been engaged
in online sex work than ever before at the time of our survey. While we cannot definitely
confirm this potentially larger respondent pool, especially given the aforementioned ina-
bility to quantify sex workers, we acknowledge this possibility here, especially since we
very quickly received 2850 responses. But, given what we know about the extent of fraud
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in online survey research, we followed the advice of survey researchers who experienced
this and took a number of steps to eliminate fraudulent survey responses and preserve
data integrity to the greatest extent possible (see e.g., Teitcher et al. 2015; Storozuk et al.
2020; Moss and Lieb 2023; Pozzar et al. 2020; Simone 2019).

These steps included reviewing the latitude and longitude coordinates to eliminate
respondents outside of the USA, examining IP addresses in the database Scamalytics.com
to determine if they were from fraudulent sources, and assessing individual responses for
inconsistencies, among other measures (see Appendix B for more details). We then initi-
ated a second round of survey distribution through our community partners and other
networks to collect more valid responses, this time with a one-question survey asking re-
spondents to enter an email address. Following a review of the responses we received,
where we followed the data-cleaning procedures noted above, we then sent the qualified
respondents a unique, one-time Qualtrics link to our full survey, and then we reviewed
the responses to determine their eligibility (see Appendix B again).

2.3. Data

As a result of these survey distribution and data-cleaning measures, we collected a
total of 440 assuredly valid survey responses, with a 99% completion rate. However, given
the challenges of confirming identities and demographic information in anonymous,
online research, we acknowledge two key issues. First, survey enthusiasts may have falsi-
fied their eligibility. For example, fraudsters motivated to take the incentive may have
gotten through our screening process, some may never have engaged in sex work in the
USA, and some respondents could be under the age of 18, even as we required them to be
over this age.! Second, we did not require respondents to answer every question in order
to advance through the survey (they only had to answer the screening questions and the
questions about the types of online platforms they had ever used for sex work), and many
of our questions branched. As a result, our Ns for various responses are below 440 (our
total number of survey respondents). However, as noted above, the survey has a high
completion rate overall, with only six unfinished surveys; since answers were not required
for most questions, in the findings below, we note the total number of responses for each.

Even with a high completion rate, we had to re-code some of our variables so that we
could better parse out various aspects of sex workers’ experiences with online platforms
in statistically meaningful ways. In the following paragraphs, we briefly explain our re-
coding for gender and race, as well as two other variables (income and safety), all of which
are presented further below in the Demographics and Results sections.

Regarding gender identity, we had 12 categories for this on our related survey ques-
tion, based on consultations with community partners, and 435 of our 440 respondents
completed this question. Considering the small n in many of these categories, we col-
lapsed the smaller n categories of nonbinary (n = 29), transmen (n = 9), intersex (n = 3),
agender (n = 3), androgyne (n = 4), demigender (n = 3), gender-queer or gender fluid (n =
10), additional gender category/identity (n = 4), and prefer not to disclose (n = 2), into a
catch-all category —totaling 15.4% of our sample—that we term “other non-cis gender
identity” (hereafter referred to as “other non-cis”) for the purposes of data analysis.

We also re-coded race and ethnicity: First, we did this to consolidate the smallest cells
(Asian, Hispanic, multiracial, and other) into one catch-all category (17% of respondents),
labeled “other persons of color [other POC].” Second, we re-coded race to collapse all non-
white people into one category, labeled “Black and other POC” (35.7% of respondents),
when we wanted to identify the differences between our categories of race that seemed
related to the outcomes of de-platforming but which did not return statistically significant
findings with the first re-code of race and ethnicity.

For income, we asked the respondents if their income changed after experiencing de-
platforming, and they had four response options: (1) “My income dropped a lot,” (2) “My
income dropped a little,” (3) “My income did not change,” and (4) “My income increased.”
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We re-coded the response options into two categories: “income dropped” (options 1 and
2) and “income did not drop” (options 3 and 4).

Finally, for safety, we created a new, re-coded variable (“POST DEPLAT SAFETY”)
by bucketing respondents’ top three choices: “Anxiety about my online activity,” “Feeling
like I am being watched online,” and “Felt less safe”.

2.3.1. Demographic Overview

Even though sex workers are a very hard-to-reach population, we reached a demo-
graphically diverse range of individuals across the USA who use online platforms to en-
gage in sex work both virtually and in person. This sample reflects that of what was col-
lected in previous research on this topic by Teela Sanders and colleagues, who were the
first to map online sex work by conducting the largest study of the UK’s online market of
sexual labor to date. Their survey of 641 sex workers, which used similar sampling strat-
egies to ours, also found that the majority of respondents were women, white, sexually
diverse, and aged 25-44 (Sanders et al. 2017, 2019; Cunningham et al. 2018; Campbell et
al. 2019). These (and our) demographics also mirror those in the Free Speech Coalition’s
recent survey of 600 sex workers (438 in the United States), which focused more specifi-
cally on their experiences with online financial platforms (Boden et al. 2023).

In Table 1 below, we present the demographic statistics of our survey respondents in
the form of frequency distributions with 95% confidence intervals (CI). Even as our Re-
sults section only reports our findings for the identity categories where the cell N is large
enough to make meaningful claims—gender (cis women and non-cis women, combined),
race (white, Black, and other POC; or white and all POC), and disabled and non-disa-
bled —given the novelty of our study, we provide a full demographic overview here so
that readers may better understand our population and a number of points we make in
the Discussion section.

Table 1. Respondent demographics.

Category % CI
Gender
- Women/cis women 64.4 59.8% to 68.7%
- Transwomen 11 8.4% to 14.3%
- Men/cis men 9.2 6.8% to 12.3%
- Other non-cis 15.4 1
Race
- White or Caucasian 63.1 58.5% to 67.5%
- Black or African American 18.7 15.3% to 22.6%
- Other POC 17 1
- Black and Other POC 35.7 1
Disability
- Yes 21.1 17.6% to 25.2%
- No 74.5 70.2% to 78.4%
- Prefer not to disclose 44 2.8% t0 6.7%
Age
- 18-25 16.6 13.4% to 20.4%
- 26-35 56.8 52.1% to 61.4%
- 3649 24 20.2% to 28.3%
- 50-64 2.3 1.3% to 4.2%
- 65-74 0.2 0.0% to 1.3%
Education
- Less than a high school diploma 4.8 2.8% to 6.9%

- Prefer not to disclose 3.2 1.6% to 5.1%
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- High school degree or equivalent (e.g., GED) 14.1 11.1% to 17.3%
- Technical school or other certification program  10.2 7.6% to 13.2%
- Some college, no degree 19.4 15.7% to 23.6%
- Currently in college 5.3 3.2% to 7.6%
- Associate degree (e.g., AA, AS) 11.5 8.5% to 14.8%
- Bachelor’s degree 224 18.2% to 26.3%
- Master’s degree 6.9 4.6% t0 9.5%
- Professional degree (e.g., MD, DDS, DVM, ]D) 0.5 0.0% to 1.2%
- Doctorate (e.g., PhD, EdD, LLM) 1.6 0.7% to 3.0%
Place of residence 2—5 most common selections
- California 15.3 12.2% to 19.0%
- New York 14.2 11.2% to 17.8%
- Florida 6.5 4.5% t0 9.2%
- Texas 6 4.1% to 8.7%
- Ohio 4.4 2.8% to 6.8%
Housing status
- Renting 46.5 41.7% to 51.4%
- No fixed address 11.1 8.4% to 14.6%
- Home ownership 10.9 8.2% to 14.3%
- Living with family 9.4 6.9% t0 12.6%
- Living in a hotel 9.2 6.7% t0 12.4%
- Living in public housing 5.4 3.6% to 8.1%
- Staying in vehicle 4.7 3.0% to 7.2%
- Living at shelter 42 2.6% to 6.6%
- Camping/couch surfing/other unstable housing 3.7 2.3% to 6.0%
- Living in client’s residence 3.5 2.1% to 5.7%
- Ina program that includes housing 2.5 1.3% to 4.5%
- Hospitalized 15 0.7% to 3.2%
- Other 1.2 0.5% to 2.9%

1 As described in the text, we re-coded gender and race to consolidate multiple categories, including
“Other non-cis” and “Other POC,” respectively, in order to increase statistical power. Our software
did not calculate confidence intervals for these re-coded variables. 2 These top five selections reflect
population distribution in the United States. The least popular choices were Alaska, North Dakota,
Oklahoma, Puerto Rico, South Dakota, and West Virginia, from which we had one response each.

2.3.2. Sex Work Experience and Income

Our survey included respondents who currently engage in sex work and/or have
done this in the past, and so to capture the respondents’ past and current sex work, we
asked them about the types of sex work they “ever” engaged in and about the sex work
they may have been doing at the time of the survey; multiple answers were allowed. We
offer these descriptive statistics about the types of sex work because they relate to our first
research question. As Table 2 below indicates, our respondents engaged in multiple forms
of sex work: 373 were engaging in sex work at the time of the survey, and all 440 had
engaged in this ever, at any time.
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Table 2. Types of sex work ever engaged in and current.

Ever Done, Current,
Types of Sex Work N = 440 CI N =373 CI
Camming/phone sex/sexting/video calls 70.0% 65.7% to 74.3% 55.0% 50.1% to 59.8%

Online content creator

44.3% 39.5% to 49.3% 36.5% 31.6% to 41.3%

Pornography

36.4% 31.6% to 41.1% 29.8% 25.2% to 34.9%

Independent escort

35.2% 30.9% to 40.0% 26.8% 22.0% to 31.4%

Strip club or erotic dance

34.5% 29.6% to 38.9% 20.4% 16.6% to 24.7%

Independent BDSM/fetish, role-playing 29.1% 25.0% to 33.4% 18.0% 14.2% to 22.0%

Sugaring

26.1% 22.1% to 30.2% 8.3% 5.6% to 11.3%

Street-based sex work

25.0% 20.9% t0 29.3% 19.3% 15.3% to 23.3%

Brothel, house

20.9% 17.3% to 24.5% 16.6% 12.9% to 20.4%

BDSM/fetish, role-playing in a dungeon or house 18.2% 14.8% to 21.8% 8.0% 5.4% to 10.7%

Massage parlor

15.5% 12.0% to 19.3% 10.2% 7.2% to 13.4%

Escort agency

14.5% 11.4% to 17.7% 7.8% 5.1% to 10.5%

Other

2.7% 1.4% to 4.3% 1.3% 0.3% to 2.7%

2.4. Analysis

In addition to the demographic descriptions shown in Table 1, we also analyzed the
closed-end selected choice survey responses using Qualtrics, Python (python.org, version
3), and SPSS Statistics for Mac, Version 27.0 (Armonk, NY, USA: IBM Corp). Most analyses
were conducted with Qualtrics, but for some questions with many response options and
the possibility to select multiple answers, we used Python and Excel, particularly for our
questions about the type of sex work and types of platforms used.

We conducted a three-fold analysis to answer our research questions. First, to identify
how and to what extent sex workers engage with online platforms, we ran a univariate
analysis, which gave us a frequency distribution of selected answers to the question,
“Which types of online platforms have you ever used for sex work?” The survey listed 11
types of platforms, from which the respondents were able to select multiple options; those
who selected more than one option were then asked, “Your responses indicate that you
use (or have used) the following platform type(s). Which one of these is (or was) the most
beneficial to you, for your business?” We ran a univariate analysis, giving us a frequency
distribution of selected answers, making it possible to discern the variety of platforms
used by sex workers in our sample.

Second, to examine how online platforms’ policies and practices shape the conditions
of their work, we ran univariate analyses of the questions about experiences with de-plat-
forming, shadow banning, and the hardships that ensued as a result of these platform
practices. In order to discern variability across sex workers’ experiences with de-platform-
ing and other issues related to platform access, we ran bivariate analyses (cross-tabs) with
demographic information, including race, gender, disability, and others; statistically sig-
nificant findings are presented and highlighted below.

Finally, as noted above, we anticipated that sex workers are knowledgeable about
online platform-related laws and policies and that they will variously change their behav-
ior in response to (and even resist) these. To discern whether sex workers are knowledge-
able and/or change their behavior, we ran univariate analyses of our questions about sex
workers’ knowledge of and responses to platform-related policies and practices and how
they may have changed their behavior because of the law and in response to losing access
to a platform.
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3. Results

3.1. RQ 1. Platform Use: How and to What Extent Do Sex Workers Engage with Online
Platforms?

We anticipated that sex workers engaged with a wide range of online platforms to
facilitate both virtual and in-person sex work, and as Figure 1 below indicates, we found
that the respondents used a variety of platforms while also indicating that sex workers’
preferences concentrated among certain types of platforms. Among our 440 respondents,
payment processors were the most common type of platform used (65.7%), followed by
camming/phone sex/sexting/video call platforms (60.0%), chatting or other communica-
tion platforms (56.6%), and social media (55.2%).

350

300
250
249
200
187 186 B
150
142
136
100
50
o
Advertising Payment Dating or hookup Review or Content storage  Camming/phone  Chatting or other Social media Feed site platforms Clip stores. Tube sites

platforms Processors platforms message board platforms sex'sexdingvideo communication platforms s ples: [ des: Porn

des: ples: Grindr, platforms {examples: call platforms platforms (examples: OniyFans, Clips4 Sale, Hub, XVideos,

Backpage, Eros, PayPal, Venmo, OKCupid eic.) (examples: Bullefin  Dropbox, iCloud (examples: (examples: Gmai, Instagram, FanCentro, iWantClips, YouPorn, efc.)

Rentboy, etc.) Zelle, Cashipp, Board Systems Storage, efc.) LiveJasmin, Discord, MySpace, Twitter, AVMNStars, etc.) ManyVids, etc.)
efc.) (BBS), Emtic MyFreeCams, WhatsApp, efc.)
Review, Reddit, Nite Flirt, Telegram, Signal,
Max Fisch, etc.) Chaturbate, etc) Facebook
Messenger,
Mite Flirt, We Chat,
Zoom, etc.)

Figure 1. Platform ever used (N = 440).

Among the 385 respondents to the subsequent question, “Your responses indicate
that you use (or have used) the following platform type(s). Which one of these is (or was)
the most beneficial to you, for your business?”, the most common responses were adver-
tising platforms (20.5%) and camming/phone sex/sexting/video call platforms (15.8%).
Other popular responses included payment processors (12.2%) and social media (12.2%),
followed by feed sites (10.1%) and chatting platforms (9.9%). (We theorize that partici-
pants may have found it difficult to determine their most beneficial platform type, and so
55 respondents advanced without answering this question).
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3.2. RQ2. De-Platforming and Shadow Banning: How Do Online Platforms’ Policies and
Practices Shape the Conditions of Their Work?

Given the extent of sex workers’ engagement with online platforms, we turn now to
our second research question regarding how these platforms’ policies and practices shape
the conditions of their work. As noted above, we anticipated that a large portion of sex
workers have experienced de-platforming and shadow banning. As we explain below, we
found that sex workers were more likely to experience de-platforming than shadow ban-
ning. Overall, 78.2% reported losing access to a platform (and/or more than one type of
platform), and the breakdown of this loss is presented in Table 3.

Table 3. De-platforming across platforms (N = 344).

Type of Platform: Access Lost Percent Reporting Lost Access
Social media 32.0
Dating or hookup sites 24.4
Payment processors 22.1
Advertising 19.2
Chat or other communication 16.9
Camming/phone sex/sexting/video calls 12.8
Review or message boards 9.0
Feed sites 55
Content storage 4.9
Clip stores 29
Tube sites 1.5

Our survey found that many sex workers reported losing access to a range of plat-
forms; however, we found that sex workers were most likely to experience de-platforming
on social media (32.0%), dating and hookup sites (24.4%), and payment processors
(22.1%).

Turning next to shadow banning, we present the results in Table 4a,b. In response to
the question, “On any website you are on, is your account hidden from search results?”
Table 4a shows that we found that less than half of sex workers (43.8%) found their ac-
counts hidden from search results. Table 4b shows that in response to our question about
tag-ability (“When people try to tag you on social media or other platforms, does your
name show up?”), only 27.4% found their name did not show up when others tried to tag
them on social media.

Table 4. (a) Account hidden from search results (N = 436). (b) Tag-ability (N = 435).

(a)
Response % CI
Yes 43.8 39.2% to 48.5%
No 39.9 35.4% to 44.6%
Unsure 16.3 13.1% to 20.0%
(b)
Response % CI
Yes 54.5% 49.8% to 59.1%
No 27.4% 23.4% to 31.7%
Unsure 18.2% 14.8% to 22.1%

Note: Grey background indicates statistical significance.

As noted above, the existing research indicates that platform policies and practices
such as de-platforming and shadow banning shape sex workers’ experiences and working



Soc. Sci. 2024, 13, 337

14 of 26

conditions. For the purposes of this paper, we focus below only on those effects related to de-
platforming for two reasons: first, our respondents did not experience shadow banning
(whether through hidden accounts or reduced tag-ability) at nearly the same rate as they
did de-platforming, and second, and relatedly, it is much more difficult for respondents
to definitively confirm that platforms have shadow banned them, as indicated not only by
their relatively high “unsure” responses but by the fact that platforms variously deny and
otherwise “gaslight” users about their experiences with shadow banning (Cotter 2021).

Since the previous research noted above cites income loss and a feeling of being less
safe as significant hardships for sex workers who experience de-platforming, we asked
the respondents about these effects specifically. We anticipated that de-platformed sex
workers would experience income loss and or feel less safe, and our results confirmed
both of these effects. Here, we found that of the 344 respondents who reported that they
were de-platformed, 88.4% of these respondents reported their income declining as a re-
sult.

We also asked the 344 respondents who experienced de-platforming (across a range
of platforms) to indicate other resulting hardships in addition to income loss. Across 270
respondents who responded to this branched question, Table 5 below indicates that these
hardships were wide-ranging, with the most common hardships related to income loss: a
loss of clients (64.1%), a loss of subscribers (53.3%), and a loss of content they created
(40.4%).

Table 5. Hardships experienced after de-platforming (N = 270).

Hardship % CI

Loss of clients 64.1 58.1% t0 69.6%
Loss of subscribers and/or followers 53.3 47.4% to 58.9%
I lost content that I created (videos, etc.) 40.4 34.1% to 45.9%
Anxiety about my online activity 35.2 29.6% to 41.1%
Feeling like I am being watched online 29.6 24.4% t0 35.2%
Felt less safe 23.3 18.1% to 28.5%
I increased my privacy and other security precautions online 21.1 16.3% to 25.9%
Reluctance to speak out online 19.6 15.2% to 24.4%
Lost access to recreational use of the platform (fandoms, entertainment) 17.0 12.6% to 21.5%
My housing situation became unstable 14.1 10.0% to 18.5%
Difficulty finding other work 14.1 10.4% to 18.9%
Lost access to sex workers/others who helped me with client reference checks 13.7 9.6% to 18.1%
Lost access to platforms that I do not use for sex work 12.6 8.9% to 16.7%
Increased conflict with other sex workers online 11.9 8.5% to 16.3%
More social service interactions (e.g., Child Protective Services) 11.5 7.8% to 15.2%
More law enforcement interactions (e.g., the police) 10.0 6.7% to 13.7%
Approached by madams/agencies/managers/pimps 8.9 5.6% to0 12.2%
I spend more time with my in-person sex worker community 8.5 5.6% to 11.9%
Experienced exploitive work conditions 7.8 4.8% to 11.1%
Experienced abusive work conditions 6.7 3.7% t0 9.6%

Immigration issues 3.7 1.9% to 5.9%

Other 2.2 0.7% to 4.1%

De-platforming also affected respondents’ safety after client and subscriber loss. Spe-
cifically, here, the respondents noted that, as a result of de-platforming, they most notably
experienced feeling anxious about online activity (35.2%), feeling like one is being
watched (29.6%), and as though one is less safe (23.3%)
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We also anticipated inequalities in how sex workers experienced de-platforming and
its related effects on their income and safety, particularly along the lines of race, gender
identity, and ability. Specifically, we anticipated that de-platforming is more likely for
non-white sex workers than for white sex workers, gender-expansive sex workers than
for cis sex workers, and disabled sex workers than for able-bodied sex workers. However,
we found no significant relationship between ever having been de-platformed and gen-
der, race, or ability.

In terms of the effects of de-platforming, we further anticipated that income loss and
safety loss are more likely for non-white/gender-expansive/disabled de-platformed sex
workers than they are for white/cis/non-disabled sex workers. Regarding income loss, we
found that de-platformed disabled sex workers were less likely to see their income drop
than de-platformed sex workers in our other sub-groups. Put differently, while we found
no statistically significant relationship between income change and race (regarding both
re-coded variables) or gender, we found a statistically significant relationship between
income change and disability; sex workers who identify as disabled were less likely to
report a drop in income after de-platforming, refuting our expectation.

Specifically, as Table 6 below indicates, among the 269 sex workers who experienced
de-platforming and answered our follow-up question about changes to their income, 54
sex worker respondents here identified as disabled: fully, 31.5% of these respondents (17
out of 54) reported that their income did not drop after losing access to a platform (p-value
=0.000866764). These results are quite different from those for the remaining sex workers
in this sample who experienced de-platforming and did not identify as disabled: of these,
204 or 87.7% (179 out of 204) found their income dropped after de-platforming, while the
remaining 12.3% of respondents (25 out of 204) who did not identify as disabled and were
de-platformed found their income did not drop. (All 11 who preferred not to disclose their
disability status found that their income dropped after being de-platformed.)

Table 6. De-platformed, income change, and disability (N =269).

(p-Value = 0.000866764, Col. %) Identified as Disabled Did not Identify as Disabled Prefer Not to Disclose

Income did not drop 31.5% 12.3% 0.0%
Income dropped 68.5% 87.7% 100.0%
Count 54 204 11

Note: Grey background indicates statistical significance.

Given the overall extent of income loss, we also asked 269 respondents who experi-
enced de-platforming and answered our question about income change with a follow-up
branching question: “Did your income ever recover?” Of the 228 who responded to this,
31.6% reported that their incomes did not recover. No significant relationship was found
between “Did your income ever recover?” and ability, gender, or race.

Regarding safety loss, to conduct our analysis here, we re-coded the responses to our
question about de-platforming experiences, outlined in Table 5 above. Using our re-coded
variable “POST DEPLAT SAFETY,” 57.5% of respondents described feeling more anxious,
like they are being watched, or less safe after de-platforming. We then analyzed the extent
to which de-platformed respondents’ experiences with safety in this re-coded category
“POST DEPLAT SAFETY” varied, finding here significant relationships with race and
gender. Specifically, as we outline in Table 7a,b, below, we found that those in our “other
non-cis” and “other (non-Black) people of color” categories were the most likely to feel
and/or experience a loss of safety after they were de-platformed. However, we found no
significant relationship between “POST DEPLAT SAFETY” and disability or people of
color overall.
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Table 7. (a) Safety after de-platforming: differential effects (POST DEPLAT SAFETY) by gender (N
=260). (b) Safety after de-platforming: differential effects (POST DEPLAT SAFETY) by race (N =259).

@
(p-Value = 0.0144, Col. %) Cis Women Cis Men Trans Women  Other Non-Cis
Top 3 re-coded (“POST DEPLAT SAFETY”) 56.9 42.9 47.4 78.0
Chose none of the Top 3 43.1 57.1 52.6 22.0
(b)
(p-Value = 0.0240, Col. %) Black Other POC White
Top 3 re-coded (“POST DEPLAT SAFETY”) 49.0 74.0 55.1
Chose none of the Top 3 51.0 26.0 449

Note: Grey background indicates statistical significance.

3.3. RQ3. Resistance: How Do Sex Workers Negotiate Platforms’ Power?

Having found that platforms’ policies and practices shape sex workers” working con-
ditions, we now present our findings about how sex workers negotiate —and resist— plat-
forms’ power. As noted above, we anticipated that a large portion of sex workers are
knowledgeable about online platform-related laws and policies, and they variously
change their behavior and even resist these policies and practices. As we explain below,
we found that sex workers are highly knowledgeable about platform-related laws and
policies and change their behavior in order to negotiate and resist these practices.

For one example of sex workers” knowledge of platform-related policy, 434 partici-
pants responded to our question, “Do you know about the 2018 law known as SESTA-
FOSTA?” and of these, 70.5% reported knowing about the law. The survey then branched
to ask the 306 respondents who reported awareness of SESTA/FOSTA about how they
may have changed their behavior because of the law; 302 responded to this follow-up
question, and Table 8 shows the variations across the twelve response choices, among
which the respondents could check all that applied:

Table 8. Behavior change after SESTA/FOSTA (N = 302).

Behavior % CI
Iincreased the privacy and security precautions I take online 424 36.9% to 48.0%
I explored alternative platforms 36.8 31.5% to 42.3%
I stopped participating in some online forums 32.5 27.4% to 37.9%
I'lost screening tools 22.5 18.2% to 27.6%
I started organizing/writing/self-identifying as a sex worker 22.5 18.2% to 27.6%
I did not change anything I did 16.2 12.5% to 20.8%
I did not self-identify as a sex worker in my political work or other issue advocacy 14.6 11.0% to 19.0%
I started and/or went back to street-based work 11.9 8.7% t0 16.1%
I did not experience anything different 10.3 7.3% to 14.2%
Other 8.6 5.9% to 12.3%
I did not organize or attend a meeting or conference 6.0 3.8% t0 9.2%
I stopped writing letters to the editor, articles, essays, and/or blog posts 0.0 0.0% to 1.3%

Among the 302 who answered this question about how they may have changed their
behavior in response to SESTA/FOSTA, the most common actions taken were increasing
privacy and security precautions and exploring alternative platforms. Many reported be-
ing affected by the new law, including losing tools used to screen potential clients. How-
ever, we also found that SESTA/FOSTA motivated sex workers’ political engagement
through organizing/writing/self-identifying as a sex worker.

We also found that sex workers informed themselves about the platforms” own spe-
cific policies. Namely, they read the platforms’ terms of service (TOS): 81.3% of
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respondents claimed to have read the TOS for the platform that was most beneficial for
their business, with 49.1% indicating that they read the terms closely and an additional
32.2% reporting that they had skimmed them.

When sex workers were affected by de-platforming, they did not passively accept
this. We asked how those who reported de-platforming reacted to this, and for the 312
respondents to this question (which listed nine choices, including “other”), the most com-
mon responses included complaining to the platform (49.7%), starting a new account
(44.6%), and moving to another platform (41.7%). The respondents also reported speaking
out about their loss of platform access, with 23.1% posting online about their experience
and 11.2% talking to the press. A number of respondents (4.5%) also reported paying
someone who said they would be able to restore their account.

Furthermore, in addition to resisting platforms’ practices, sex workers also “voted
with their feet” by leaving platforms voluntarily when they were not meeting their needs.
Of 438 respondents to the question “Have you ever chosen to leave a platform voluntar-
ily?” 59.6% responded yes, and 40.4% responded no. Of those 261 who responded “yes,”
we asked them to explain why they did this, and respondents (N = 261) were most likely
to leave a platform voluntarily because of “Too little engagement” (41.4%) and because
the platform was “Not meeting my target audience” (38.3%).

Yet, even as they complained and contested platforms’ policies in various ways, sex
workers did not always have favorable interactions, especially regarding payment pro-
cessors: they reported varying difficulties recovering money from payment-processing
platforms. When asked, “You indicated that you lost access to at least one payment pro-
cessor (Examples include PayPal, Venmo, etc.) Did the platform keep your money?”, of
the 52 people who responded to the question, 69.2% reported that the platform kept their
money. We asked these 36 people (69.2% of 52), “Were you able to get your money back
from the payment platform?”, and 41.7% responded no, while 19.4% responded that they
were still trying. Only 38.9% reported having recouped their money. While these findings
are not statistically significant, in the discussion, we explain why our finding about pay-
ment processors’ retention of funds from suspended accounts is still important.

4. Discussion

Our study provides the first comprehensive survey of sex workers’ platform use in
the USA, finding that sex workers here use online platforms to offer services and facilitate
various aspects of their work (advertising, arranging dates, collecting payments, etc.), and
the most commonly used platforms were payment processors, followed by those that fa-
cilitated communication with clients (such as those for camming, phone sex, sexting,
video calls, and chatting), and social media platforms. Given the challenges of sampling
sex workers, we cannot confirm that these data are representative of all sex workers in the
USA; however, we believe these findings are credible because they reflect those of Sanders
et al. (2017, 2019, 2020), who found that sex workers in the UK—a similarly advanced
capitalist economy like the USA —use a similar range of platforms.

Sex workers’ use of online platforms—and payment-processing and social media
platforms in particular —further indicates the extent to which sex work has entered the
mainstream (Brents and Hausbeck 2010; Sanders et al. 2020). That sex workers reach cli-
ents through widely popular social media sites and, in turn, collect payments through the
likes of CashApp and Venmo indicates that it is no longer a cash-only business that oper-
ates on the fringes of the economy. Instead, our findings confirm that—similar to other
workers in the increasingly “gigified” economy (Berg 2022, p. 35)—sex workers in the
USA depend on online platforms to facilitate their work and earn income. Most (72.4%)
of our respondents reported that they took up sex work to meet their economic needs, and
they earned most, if not all, of their income from sex work, using it to support themselves
and at least one other person.

These findings about income potentially offer broader insights into the nature of
work and the possibilities for earning income during and after the emergence of the
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COVID-19 pandemic and its related lockdowns. Although our respondents completed our
survey between January and May of 2023 —when most jurisdictions across the USA had
relaxed, if not entirely eliminated, COVID-19-related lockdowns and other work stop-
pages—it is possible that they turned to online sex work in response to COVID-19-related
economic hardships. This turn to sex work may be more significant for younger workers:
more than half of our respondents were 18-35 years old, and therefore, “digital natives”
who came of age with the expansion of internet and social media technologies, the rise of
the gig economy, and the COVID-19 pandemic. We, therefore, encourage more research
about the intersection of online sex work and economic need in the (post) COVID-19 econ-
omy to better understand the specific hardships that sex workers faced as a result of the
pandemic (see, e.g., Callander et al. 2022).

Of course, sex workers adapted to technological changes well before the COVID-19
pandemic, and, like other workers in the contemporary economy, they rely on online plat-
forms. However, unlike many other workers, sex workers rely on online platforms to mit-
igate risks of stigmatization and criminalization in their work, which renders them par-
ticularly dependent on platforms. As a result, they are vulnerable to platforms’ policies
and practices—particularly those created in response to concerns about sex trafficking and
the platforms’ potential liability for promoting this. Here, we found an overwhelming ma-
jority of our respondents (78.2%) experienced de-platforming, and a significant number
also experienced shadow banning. Across platforms, we found that 41.7% indicated that
they were most likely removed from these for unallowed sexual content, particularly from
social media, dating and hookup, and payment-processing platforms.

Given that some of the largest and most powerful tech companies own many of these
three platform types—and especially those that have large user bases, such as Instagram,
Tinder, and PayPal (to name just one example of each)—it is not surprising that they are
de-platforming those they suspect of engaging in any activity that may be construed as
related to sex trafficking. However, it is imperative to note here that many sex workers
who are affected by these measures do not engage in criminal activity. To name just some
examples, creating and sharing sexual content like pornography online is legal for adults;
communicating work schedules in licit sex work venues such as strip clubs is legal; and
interpersonal communication of a sexual nature between consenting adults (e.g., sexting
and chatting) is legal.

Yet, even as all of this may be true, platform-led policies and practices—which are
ostensibly meant to protect users and prevent sex trafficking—actually compromise sex
workers in many ways. Our study, like others, shows that practices such as de-platform-
ing and shadow banning have deleterious effects on sex workers’ safety in an already
dangerous occupation. As shown in Table 5, “Hardships experienced after de-platform-
ing,” when platforms remove sex workers, they often lose income (and, relatedly, sub-
scribers and clients), feel less safe and more anxious online, grow reluctant to speak out
online, and lose access to their peers and to reference check assistance. Moreover, platform
companies compromise and potentially increase sex workers’ economic insecurity, as re-
flected in the numbers of our respondents who reported that their housing situations be-
came unstable and by the numbers who also lost money to payment platforms.

But as platforms are compromising sex workers’ capacity to earn income, they appear
to be enriching themselves. Payment processors merit further scrutiny here. After termi-
nating sex workers’ accounts, almost 60% of sex workers who responded to our survey
could not get their money back from these platforms—findings that mirror those of The
Free Speech Coalition, which found that 63% of sex workers in their sample had lost access
to financial services from a bank or another payment platform like Venmo, PayPal, or
CashApp (Boden et al. 2023). Extrapolating this fund retention rate from our 440-person
sample indicates that platforms retain potentially enormous sums of money from sex
workers, all of which raise questions about their business practices more broadly. While
platforms of all sorts may set policies limiting access for people in the sex trades and for
others, financial platforms may have the greatest impact on the lives of sex workers, both
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for good when they are able to use payment processors for their work, and for bad, when
financial platforms shut their accounts without warning, sometimes in response to politi-
cal pressure (Bernard 2023, TIME.COM item; Stardust et al. 2023).

However, reflecting on broader patterns of inequality in the contemporary economy,
we also found that platform policies and practices (specifically, de-platforming) do not
affect all sex workers equally. Therefore, this paper advances existing research by parsing
out variations in sex workers’ experiences with online platforms. Certainly, the fact that
the majority of our respondents are white cis women seems to preclude such an examina-
tion, and so, to create and examine groups large enough for comparison, we separated out
the respondents who identified as disabled and grouped together some race and ethnic
categories, and multiple gender categories. Here, we confirmed that the sex industry sup-
ports many gender-nonconforming individuals, persons of color, and people with disa-
bilities.

While we acknowledge that this grouping homogenizes diverse experiences, we also
believe it provides some initial and important findings for further examination in future
studies. Namely, we were surprised to find that there were no significant relationships
between de-platforming and race, gender, or ability; losing access to platforms seems to
be an equal-opportunity experience. However, we found significant disparities in people’s
reactions to de-platforming: people in our “other non-cis” and “other POC” (not Black)
categories were more likely to report feeling unsafe online after losing access to a platform.
What does it mean that people who are not in the dominant minority —for both gender
and race—feel more anxious, like they are being watched, or less safe online? We may
speculate that these feelings are a function of their membership in groups that already
face considerable inequality and disadvantages in the broader economy, but because we
cannot state this for certain based on our survey results, we hope others will investigate
this further, potentially by conducting in-depth interviews with diverse sex workers
(something we propose and discuss further in our Conclusion).

Our findings regarding disability also merit further consideration. Heeding calls
from scholars like Blewett et al. (2022), our study expands the research on sex work (and
online sex work specifically) and disability. Specifically, our findings indicate how sex
workers with disabilities may, in fact, face additional challenges in the current online plat-
form environment. A total of 21.1% of the 435 respondents identified as disabled, and they
were more likely to enter sex work because they sought more accommodating work (44
of 92, or 47.8%, versus 33.1% of people who do not identify as disabled); however, they
also earned less money than other sex workers, with more than half reporting incomes
below USD 35,000. However, we also found that even as sex workers who identified as
disabled had very low incomes, they were less likely than non-disabled sex workers to see
their income decline upon de-platforming and more likely than sex workers who do not
identify as disabled to become anxious about their online activity when they were de-
platformed. Again, we can only speculate about these findings with our survey data: pos-
sibly, their income did not significantly drop because it was already low. But, given that
persons with disabilities generally have lower incomes than those without disabilities, the
prospect of losing more income may explain their anxiety after de-platforming. As we
discuss in our conclusion, conducting in-depth interviews with sex workers who identify
as disabled may help to explain these findings in more depth.

Yet, even as online platform-related policies and practices may (unequally) compro-
mise sex workers and the conditions under which they live and work, our findings do
highlight sex workers’ ongoing resilience and agency in the face of a hostile legal and
regulatory environment. Put simply, we find that they are aware of legislation like
SESTA/FOSTA, and they have taken various measures to read platforms” TOS, protect
their privacy online, move to other platforms, and explore alternative platforms. Their
responses to platforms’ policies and practices thus potentially complicate Culpepper and
Thelen’s aforementioned notion of platform power, which holds that platforms leverage
“their loyal (in many cases, captive) consumer base into an active public narrative and
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political advocacy strategy to secure legislative and legal support for their business
model” (Culpepper and Thelen 2020, p. 294).

Sex workers—like many workers in the contemporary economy —are certainly part
of the platforms’ captive consumer base, but their experiences with de-platforming may
challenge their loyalty to them. Indeed, one may argue here that the platforms do not
“need” sex workers to support their political/regulatory advocacy, but sex workers, like
many others in the economy, use platforms for myriad activities. Many platforms also
know that their profitability relies on sex workers to drive consumer traffic to them (even
if they do not admit it). For example, in August 2021, in response to pressure from the
banks, OnlyFans.com announced that it would ban sexually explicit content on its plat-
form, but it backtracked within the week after both content creators and people who pur-
chase content voiced their opposition to the ban (Barry 2021). (The Onlyfans.com platform
was initially used primarily by sex workers.)

Attending to sex workers’ de-platforming experiences may, therefore, help us better
understand de-platforming in the broader economy. To illustrate, de-platforming initially
happened to sex workers, with financial platforms shutting their accounts without warn-
ing (Bernard 2023); now, other non-sex workers” bank accounts have been closed without
warning or justification (Lieber and Bernard 2023a; Lieber 2023). Losing access to financial
services this way has become so common that The New York Times published articles de-
scribing “suspicious activity reports” and explored how banks determine whether to close
an account (Lieber and Bernard 2023b). Such examinations indicate how sex workers are
often “canaries in the coal mine,” particularly about the limits and challenges of relying
on—and failing to regulate— private, online platform companies. Given sex workers’ long
history of technical savvy and adaptation, platform companies—and scholars studying
and developing theories of their power—ignore sex workers’ needs and experiences
thereon at their peril.

5. Conclusions

Our findings have stakes for law and policy development and future research. Re-
garding the former, our research furthers arguments in favor of repealing laws that crim-
inalize sex work for consenting adults (particularly anti-prostitution laws). Among sex
workers, scholars, and advocates, there is an ever-growing consensus that these laws do
little to help sex workers live and work safely (see, e.g., Albright and D’Adamo 2017; Am-
nesty International 2015, 2016; Decker et al. 2015), and our results indicate how de-plat-
forming has similarly negative effects. Our study thus furthers arguments in favor of re-
pealing state and federal laws—and, by extension, corporate policies like de-platforming—that
effectively criminalize prostitution and other forms of sex work. Here, SESTA/FOSTA
should also be repealed: this law does not prevent trafficking, and our data are the latest
in a growing line of studies confirming that it counterproductively renders people more
vulnerable to coercive or dangerous labor, especially those from vulnerable groups.

If lawmakers are going to expand online platform-related laws and policies, our find-
ings support enhancing those governing platform companies. In short, platforms need more
regulations that reduce their power and prevent them from harming workers rather than
restricting content. For example, payment-processing platforms should not be allowed to
keep people’s money when they have not committed a crime or otherwise violated the platform’s
terms of service. This is important not only for sex workers —especially marginalized peo-
ple, including racial minorities, disabled, and gender-non-conforming people who rely on
this work to support themselves and their families—but for many more people who de-
pend on online platforms for income. However, in developing any policy related to online
platforms (and, relatedly, sexual labor), we strongly suggest that lawmakers consult with
sex workers first—they need to be key advisors on policy because they know their needs
best.

Given our findings and recommendations, we suggest the following for future re-
search. First, we encourage scholars to engage in more in-depth, qualitative research so
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that we may develop more intersectional analyses of sex work online. While our study
parsed out variations in sex workers” experiences based on race, gender, and ability, we
did not consider how these markers of identity may interact by assessing, for example,
how the experiences of sex workers who identified as both racial minorities and disabled
compared with white, non-disabled sex workers because our numbers here were too small
to draw meaningful conclusions. We therefore encourage more qualitative work —partic-
ularly that involving in-depth interviews, following Felkins (2022) —to capture these ex-
periences.

Second, we also encourage more research about online sex work and disability. Our
findings that sex workers who identified as disabled have low incomes and were less
likely to report a decline in income after their de-platforming presents opportunities for
further exploration into their financial strategies and whether and to what degree sex
work supplements their other income sources, if any. Also, our survey did not ask our
respondents to specify their type of disability if they identified as such, and more data
here could be instructive. For example, how and to what extent do persons with cognitive
disabilities experience de-platforming and the effects thereof differently from those with
physical disabilities?

Third, we encourage more in-depth, qualitative research on shadow banning. While
we found that sex workers reported being shadow banned, it is difficult to draw conclu-
sions about the extent and effects of this because platforms have denied its occurrence.
Moreover, even as users can see that their accounts and related activity are suddenly less
visible to their audiences, this may have multiple causes, including but not limited to
shadow bans, the quality of their content, and changes to platform algorithms that deter-
mine what is shown to others.

Finally, we hope that researchers will further develop more wide-reaching, compar-
ative, and international studies of sex work online. Although we surveyed sex workers
across the United States, our survey was conducted in English; reaching those who speak
a range of languages would have further diversified our respondent pool and our data
about sex workers’ experiences online. Furthermore, given the emerging evidence of how
SESTA/FOSTA and de-platforming shape sex workers’ experiences outside of the United
States (see, e.g., Burns and Benz 2023; Tichenor 2020; Barakat and Redmiles 2021), further
studies to this end will expand our knowledge about how sex workers experience and
navigate platform power in and across different regulatory contexts.
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Appendix A. Community-Based Research

We used community-based research (CBR) methods to develop a national survey of
sex workers’ experiences with the online platforms they use to advertise, offer, and collect
payment for sexual services. CBR is an intentionally collaborative, change-oriented, em-
powering, and decolonizing research practice that promotes understanding of intractable
issues by engaging hard-to-reach populations who are most affected by them (Strand et
al. 2003; Dierckx et al. 2020). Employing CRB techniques was important to us, given not
only their capacity to increase access to research participants and data but also because
they challenge historical injustices in research.

Our community partners each signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with
the CUNY Research Foundation, detailing their anticipated contributions to the survey
creation process and their compensation for this participation. Overall, some were very
available and interested in the entire process, while others only engaged in parts thereof.
We first developed a draft of potential survey topics and sample questions for our partners
to review. Based on their feedback, we refined our topics and questions and presented
them in a more formal survey format to our partners for review again. Altogether, we met
remotely with some community partners once and with others twice, and these meetings,
which focused on survey development, lasted approximately an hour (and we often fol-
lowed up with questions as they arose after the meetings).

Following this community review, we programmed our survey into Qualtrics for
testing. Four community partners recruited people to test it (COSWO, CUSP, Heaux His-
tory, and the SJI). One partner, Red Canary Song, did not share the survey with testers
because their community largely does not communicate in English, the language of the
survey. Altogether, we tested the survey with 14 sex workers from around the country,
including every time zone in the contiguous states. We incorporated all of their feedback
into the final survey, including specific terms and questions recommended by our com-
munity partners and the survey testers they recruited. In these substantive ways, sex
workers not only actively shaped the survey design, but in doing so, they drastically im-
proved our survey.

Appendix B. Data Cleaning

Initially, for the first round of survey distribution, which received 2850 responses, we
used Qualtrics fraud detection, which identified nearly 1200 (of 2850 surveys) as “good,”
meaning that they were not duplicate responses or bots. We then drew on existing re-
search and advice about data cleaning in the age of survey fraud to further review the
1200 “good” survey responses, which involved the following steps. First, we examined all
the respondents’ IP addresses (Bowen et al. 2008) to identify the location of a person
and/or their internet service provider (ISP), excluding here the responses from identifiable
data centers and ISPs known for engaging in fraud and scams (using Scamalytics.com
scores). Next, we excluded the survey responses that took too little time to complete the
survey (Buchanan and Scofield 2018); in our case, based on our survey testing, this was
less than 7 minutes. We also checked the respondents’ latitude and longitude, eliminating
all respondents outside of the United States (with the exception of respondents near the
USA-Canada border). Finally, we reviewed the remaining responses, identifying others
that were duplicates and/or inconsistent and/or non-sensical (Dupuis et al. 2020; Godinho
et al. 2020). For example, here we eliminated surveys where respondents reported that
they created online content but then did not report using any online content creation plat-
forms. We kept 211 of the 2850 responses for the first round of distribution; this 7 percent
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validity rate is similar to the 3-5% valid response rate found by others (Pozzar et al. 2020;
Simone 2019).

For the second round of survey distribution (the survey collecting email addresses),
we received a total of 1066 responses to this survey over three months, and as they came
in, we met weekly to review the IP addresses, latitude and longitude, and Scamalytics.com
scores, and to eliminate blank responses and duplicates. As a result of these efforts, we
sent 503 eligible respondents a full survey link and received 329 responses; of these, we
kept 229 responses for a 70% validity rate.

It is also worth noting that we did not require the respondents to complete all fields,
and most omitted only their demographic information, while one stopped earlier in the
survey. We retained six incomplete surveys that included information about online plat-
form use but omitted their demographic information. Despite our efforts to review and
clean our data consistently, we acknowledge that we may have eliminated some valid re-
sponses that, for example, may have been completed quickly by humans or were other-
wise eliminated through our other criteria. However, given the immense propensity for
fraud in online surveys, we believe our cautionary measures are merited.

Note

L We believe harms any respondents under the age of 18 would be minimal, given that we did not require respondents to answer
all questions, and we anonymized our survey data (per IRB requirements).

References

Albright, Erin, and Kate D’Adamo. 2017. Decreasing Human Trafficking through Sex Work Decriminalization. AMA Journal of Ethics
19: 122-26.

Amnesty International. 2015. Summary: Proposed Policy on Sex Work. London: Amnesty International.

Amnesty International. 2016. Amnesty International Policy on State Obligations to Respect, Protect and Fulfil the Human Rights of Sex
Workers. London: Amnesty International. Available online: https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/pol30/4062/2016/en/ (ac-
cessed on 27 March 2024).

Are, Caroline. 2021. The Shadowban Cycle: An autoethnography of pole dancing, nudity and censorship on Instagram. Feminist
Media Studies 22: 2002-19. https://doi.org/10.1080/14680777.2021.1928259.

Babwah Brennen, J. Scott Babwah, and Matt Perault. 2023. The State of State Platform Regulation. Chapel Hill: Center on Technology
Policy, UNC Chapel Hill.

Baker, Carrie N. 2018. Fighting the U.S. Youth Sex Trade: Gender, Race, and Politics. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Barakat, Hanna, and Elissa Redmiles. 2021. Community Under Surveillance: Impacts of Marginalization on an Online Labor Forum.
Proceedings of the International AAAI Conference on Web and Social Media 16: 12-21. https://doi.org/10.1609/icwsm.v16i1.19268.

Barry, Eloise. 2021. Why Only Fans Suddenly Reversed Its Decision to Ban Sexual Content. Time, August 26. Available online:
https://time.com/6092947/onlyfans-sexual-content-ban/ (accessed on 27 March 2024).

Berg, Heather. 2022. Reading Gigs Dialectically. Critical Historical Studies 9: 35-61. https://doi.org/10.1086/719123.

Berg, Laurie, Bassina Farbenblum, and Angela Kintominas. 2020. Addressing Exploitation in Supply Chains: Is technology a game
changer for worker voice? Anti-Trafficking Review 14: 47—66. https://doi.org/10.14197/atr.201220144.

Bernard, Tara Siegal. 2023. Sex Workers Have Been Shunned by Banks, Even When Their Work Is Legal. The New York Times,
December 21. Available online: https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/18/business/sex-workers-bank-accounts.html (accessed on
27 March 2024).

Bernier, Thérese, Amika Shah, Lori E. Ross, Carmen H. Logie, and Emily Seto. 2021. The Use of Information and Communication
Technologies by Sex Workers to Manage Occupational Health and Safety: Scoping Review. Journal of Medical Internet Research
23: €26085. https://doi.org/10.2196/26085.

Blewett, Lindsay, Angela Jones, and Milo Obourn. 2022. Sex Work and Disability: Introduction to The Special Issue. Disability Studies
Quarterly 42. https://doi.org/10.18061/dsq.v42i2.9121.

Blunt, Danielle, and Ariel Wolf. 2020a. Erased: The impact of FOSTA-SESTA and the removal of Backpage on sex workers. Anti-
Trafficking Review 14: 117-21. https://doi.org/10.14197/atr.201220148.

Blunt, Danielle, and Ariel Wolf. 2020b. Erased: The Impact of FOSTA-SESTA & the Removal of Backpage. Hacking//Hustling in Collabo-
ration with Whose Corner Is It Anyway. Available online: https://hackinghustling.org/erased-the-impact-of-fosta-sesta-2020/
(accessed on 22 June 2022).

Blunt, Danielle, Emily Coombes, Shanelle Mullin, and Ariel Wolf. 2020. Posting into the Void: Studying the Impact of Shadowbanning on
Sex Workers and Activists. Available online: https://hackinghustling.org/posting-into-the-void-content-moderation/ (accessed on
12 July 2022).



Soc. Sci. 2024, 13, 337 24 of 26

Blunt, Danielle, and Zahra Stardust. 2021. Automating whorephobia: Sex, technology and the violence of deplatforming. Porn Studies
8: 350-66. https://doi.org/10.1080/23268743.2021.1 947883.

Blunt, Danielle, Stefanie Duguay, Tarleton Gillespie, Sinnamon Love, and Clarissa Smith. 2021. Deplatforming Sex: A roundtable
conversation. Porn Studies 8: 420-38. https://doi.org/10.1080/23268743.2021.2005907.

Boden, Alison, Mike Stabile, and MelRose Michaels. 2023. Financial Discrimination in the Adult Industry. Available online:
https://www.freespeechcoalition.com/banks (accessed on 27 March 2024).

Bowen, Anne, Candice M. Daniel, Mark L. Williams, and Grayson L. Baird. 2008. Identifying Multiple Submissions in Internet
Research: Preserving Data Integrity. AIDS and Behavior 12: 964-73. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10461-007-9352-2.

Brents, Barbara, and Kathryn Hausbeck. 2010. Mainstreaming the Sex Industry: Economic Inclusion and Social Ambivalence. Journal
of Law and Society 37: 40-60.

Bronstein, Carolyn. 2021. Deplatforming Sexual Speech in the Age of FOSTA/SESTA. Porn Studies 8: 367-80.
https://doi.org/10.1080/23268743.2021.1993972.

Buchanan, Erin M., and John E. Scofield. 2018. Methods to detect low quality data and its implication for psychological research.
Behavior Research Methods 50: 2586-96. https://doi.org/10.3758/s13428-018-1035-6.

Burns, Tara, and Allie Benz. 2023. Four Years of FOSTA: The Survey. Rhode Island: COYOTE.

Callander, Denton, Alicia Thilani Singham Goodwin, Dustin T. Duncan, Christian Grov, Wafaa El-Sadr, Mariah Grant, R. ].
Thompson, Molly Simmons, J. Leigh Oshiro-Brantly, Krish J. Bhatt, and et al. 2022. “What will we do if we get infected?”: An
interview-based study of the COVID-19 pandemic and its effects on the health and safety of sex workers in the United States.
SSM— Qualitative Research in Health 2: 100027. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmqr.2021.100027.

Campbell, Rosie, Teela Sanders, Jane Scoular, Jane Pitcher, and Stewart Cunningham. 2019. Risking safety and rights: Online sex
work, crimes and ‘blended safety repertoires’. The British Journal of Sociology 70: 1539-60. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-
4446.12493.

Chateauvert, Melinda. 2013. Sex Workers Unite: A History of the Movement from Stonewall to Slutwalk. Boston: Beacon Press.

Cooper, Ness. 2022. The Experiences of a Disabled Dominatrix. Disability Studies Quarterly 42. https://doi.org/10.18061/dsq.v42i2.9127.

Cotter, Kelley. 2021. “Shadowbanning is not a thing”: Black box gaslighting and the power to independently know and credibly
critique algorithms. Information, Communication & Society 26: 1226-43. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118x.2021.1994624.

COYOTE and SWOP-Seattle. 2018. COYOTE-RI Impact Survey Results—2018. Seattle: SWOP-Seattle.

Culpepper, Pepper, and Kathleen Thelen. 2020. Are We All Amazon Primed? Consumers and the Politics of Platform Power.
Comparative Political Studies 53: 288-318. https://doi.org/10.117/00 10414019852.

Cunningham, Stewart, Teela Sanders, Jane Scoular, Rosie Campbell, Jane Pitcher, Kathleen Hill, Matt Valentine-Chase, Camille
Melissa, Yigit Aydin, and Rebecca Hamer. 2018. Behind the screen: Commercial sex, digital spaces and working online. Tech-
nology in Society 53: 47-54. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techsoc.2017.11.004.

Decker, Michele R., Anna-Louise Crago, Sandra K. H. Chu, Susan G. Sherman, Meena S. Seshu, Kholi Buthelezi, Mandeep Dhaliwal,
and Chris Beyrer. 2015. Human rights violations against sex workers: Burden and effect on HIV. The Lancet 385: 186-99.
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0140-6736(14)60800-x.

DiAngelo, Kristen, and Rachel Anderson. 2015. Sex Work and Human Trafficking in the Sacramento Valley; A Needs Assessment. Sacra-
mento: Sex Workers Outreach Project/Safer Alternatives through Networking and Education (SWOP/SANE).

Dierckx, Chloé, Lynn Hendricks, Sara Coemans, and Karin Hannes. 2020. The third sphere: Reconceptualising allyship in commu-
nity-based participatory research praxis. Qualitative Research in Psychology 18: 473-97.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2020.1854402.

Ditmore, Melissa Hope. 2023a. The Hight Cost of Cheap Labor. In Working It: Sex Workers on the Work of Sex. Edited by Matilda Bickers,
peech breshears and Janis Luna. Oakland: PM Press, pp. 61-71.

Ditmore, Melissa Hope. 2023b. Unbroken Chains: The Hidden Role of Human Trafficking in the American Economy. Boston: Beacon Press.

Dupuis, Marc, Emmanuele Meier, Mehdi Gholam-Rezaee, Gerhard Gmel, Marie-Pierre F. Strippoli, and Olivier Renaud. 2020. De-
tecting computer-generated random responding in online questionnaires: An extension of Dupuis, Meier & Cuneo (2019) on
dichotomous data. Personality and Individual Differences 157: 109812. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2020.109812.

Farley, Melissa, Kenneth Franzblau, and Alexis Kennedy. 2014. Online Prostitution and Trafficking. Albany Law Review 77: 1039-94.

Feldman, Valerie. 2014. Sex Work Politics and the Internet: Carving out Political Space on the Blogosphere. In Negotiating Sex Work:
Unintended Consequences of Policy and Activism. Edited by Carisa Renae Showden and Samantha Majic. Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, pp. 243-67.

Felkins, Shawna. 2022. Cripping Sex Work: Disabled Sex Workers and Racialized Disgenderin the Online Sex Industry. Disability
Studies Quarterly 42. https://doi.org/10.18061/dsq.v42i2.9175.

Fukushima, Annie Isabel. 2019. Migrant Crossings: Witnessing Human Trafficking in the U.S. Redwood City: Stanford University Press.

Gillespie, Tarleton. 2010. The Politics of ‘Platforms’. New Media & Society 12: 347—64. https://doi.org/10.1177/146144480934273.

Gillespie, Tarleton. 2018. Custodians of the Internet: Platforms, Content Moderation, and the Hidden Decisions that Shape Social Media. New
Haven: Yale University Press.

Godinho, Alexandra, Christina Schell, and John A. Cunningham. 2020. Letter to the Editor: “Out damn bot, out: Recruiting real
people into substance use studies on the internet.” Substance Abuse 41: 3-5.



Soc. Sci. 2024, 13, 337 25 of 26

Goldman, Eric. 2023. The United States” Approach to ‘Platform’ Regulation. Legal Studies Research Paper No. 4404374. Santa Clara: Santa
Clara  University. = Available online:  https://ssrn.com/abstract=4404374  (accessed ~on 27 March  2024).
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4404374.

Jhaver, Shagun, Seth Frey, and Amy X. Zhang. 2023. Decentralizing Platform Power: A Design Space of Multi-Level Governance in
Online Social Platforms. Social Media & Society 9: 1-12. https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051231207857.

Jones, Angela. 2015a. For Black Models Scroll Down: Webcam Modeling and the Racialization of Erotic Labor. Sexuality & Culture 19:
776-99. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12119-015-9291-4.

Jones, Angela. 2015b. Sex Work in a Digital Era. Sociology Compass 9: 558-70. https://doi.org/10.1111/s0c4.12282.

Jones, Angela. 2016. “I Get Paid to Have Orgasms”: Adult Webcam Models” Negotiation of Pleasure and Danger. Signs 42: 227-56.
https://doi.org/10.1086/686758.

Jones, Angela. 2020. Camming: Money, Power, and Pleasure in the Sex Work Industry. New York: New York University Press.

Jones, Angela. 2022. I Can’t Really Work Any ‘Normal’ Job:” Disability, Sexual Ableism, and Sex Work. Disability Studies Quarterly
42. https://doi.org/10.18061/dsq.v42i2.9094.

Koken, Juline, David Bimbi, and Jeff Parsons. 2010. Sex for sale: Prostitution, pornography, and the sex industry. In Sex for Sale:
Prostitution, Pornography, and the Sex Industry. Edited by Ronald Weitzer. New York: Routledge, pp. 254-89.

Lake, Ashley. 2018. Incomplete List of Digital Discrimination Against Sex Workers. Available online: https://docs.google.com/docu-
ment/d/1Y1tUMddf07cQqBVclhTSV22zKoAXTy6lVG6QIDCIm48/edit (accessed on 14 August 2023).

Latonero, Mark. 2011. Human Trafficking Online: The Role of Social Networking Sites and Online Classifieds. Los Angeles: Center on Com-
munication Leadership & Policy.

Lieber, Ron. 2023. How to Keep Your Bank from Closing All Your Accounts. The New York Times. Available online:
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/18/business/avoid-bank-accounts-closing.html (accessed on 23 January 2024).

Lieber, Ron, and Tara Siegal Bernard. 2023a. Why Banks Are Suddenly Closing Down Customer Accounts. The New York Times,
November 5. Available online: https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/05/business/banks-accounts-close-suddenly.html (accessed
on 23 January 2024).

Lieber, Ron, and Tara Siegal Bernard. 2023b. You Be the Banker: Would You Close This Bartender’s Account? The New York Times,
December 9. Available online:  https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2023/12/09/business/bank-employees-closed-
accounts.html (accessed on 23 January 2024).

Limoncelli, Stephanie. 2020. There’s an App for That? Ethical consumption in the fight against trafficking for labour exploitation.
Anti-Trafficking Review 14: 33-46. https://doi.org/10.141977/atr.201220143.

Mac, Juno, and Smith Molly. 2018. Revolting Prostitutes: The Fight For Sex Workers’ Rights. New York: Verso.

MacPhail, Catherine, John Scott, and Victor Minichiello. 2015. Technology, normalisation and male sex work. Cult Health Sex 17: 483—
95. https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2014.951396.

Majic, Samantha. 2014. Sex Work Politics: From Protest to Service Provision. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Majic, Samantha. 2020. Same Same but Different? Gender, sex work, and respectability politics in the MyRedBook and Rentboy
closures. Anti-Trafficking Review 14: 82-98. https://doi.org/10.14197/atr.201220146.

Majic, Samantha, and Melissa Ditmore. Under review. Re-thinking Vulnerability: Research Fraud and Bureaucratic Harm in Com-
munity-Engaged Online Research. Qualitative Research, revised and resubmitted on 2 May 2024.

McDowell, Zachary J., and Katrin Tiidenberg. 2023. The (not so) secret governors of the internet: Morality policing and platform
politics. Convergence 29: 1609-23. https://doi.org/10.1177/13548565231193694.

Milivojevic, Sanja, Heather Moore, and Marie Segrave. 2020. Freeing the Modern Slaves, One Click at a Time: Theorising human
trafficking, modern slavery, and technology. Anti-Trafficking Review 14: 16-32. https://doi.org/10.14197/atr.201220142.

Miller-Young, Mireille. 2010. Putting Hypersexuality to Work: Black Women and Illicit Eroticism in Pornography. Sexualities 13: 219—
35. https://doi.org/10.1177/1363460709359229.

Molldrem, Stephen. 2018. Tumblr’s Decision to Deplatform Sex Will Harm Sexually Marginalized People. Wussy Magazine, Decem-
ber 6. Available online: https://www.wussymag.com/all/tumblrs-decision-to-deplatform-sex-will-harm-sexually-marginalized-
people (accessed on 27 March 2024).

Moorman, Jessica D., and Kristen Harrison. 2016. Gender, Race, and Risk: Intersectional Risk Management in the Sale of Sex Online.
J Sex Res 53: 816-24. https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2015.1065950.

Moss, Aaron, and Litman Lieb. 2023. After the Bot Scare: Understanding What’s Been Happening with Data Collection on MTurk
and How to Stop It. Available online: https://www.cloudresearch.com/resources/blog/after-the-bot-scare-understanding-
whats-been-happening-with-data-collection-on-mturk-and-how-to-stop-it/ (accessed on 27 March 2024).

Musto, Jennifer Lynne, and danah boyd. 2014. The Trafficking-Technology Nexus. Social Politics: International Studies in Gender, State
& Society 21: 461-83. https://doi.org/10.1093/sp/jxu018.

Musto, Jennifer, Anne E. Fehrenbacher, Heidi Hoefinger, Nicola Mai, P. G. Macioti, Calum Bennachie, Calogero Giametta, and Kate
D’Adamo. 2021. Anti-Trafficking in the Time of FOSTA/SESTA: Networked Moral Gentrification and Sexual Humanitarian
Creep. Social Sciences 10: 58. https://doi.org/10.3390/s0cscil10020058.

Nayar, Kavita Ilona. 2017. Working it: The professionalization of amateurism in digital adult entertainment. Feminist Media Studies
17: 473-88. https://doi.org/10.1080/14680777.2017.1303622.

Noble, Safiya Umoja. 2018. Algorithms of Oppression: How Search Engines Reinforce Racism. New York: New York University Press.



Soc. Sci. 2024, 13, 337 26 of 26

Pozzar, Rachel, Marilyn J. Hammer, Meghan Underhill-Blazey, Alexi A. Wright, James A. Tulsky, Fangxin Hong, Daniel A.
Gundersen, and Donna L. Berry. 2020. Threats of Bots and Other Bad Actors to Data Quality Following Research Participant
Recruitment Through Social Media: Cross-Sectional Questionnaire. Journal of Medical Internet Research 10: e23021.
https://doi.org/10.2196/23021.

Rahman, K. Sabeel. 2018. The new utilities: Private power, social infrastructure, and the revival of the public utility concept. Cardozo
Law Review 39: 101-71.

Rand, Helen M. 2019. Challenging the Invisibility of Sex Work in Digital Labour Politics. Feminist Review 123: 40-55.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0141778919879749.

Ray, Audacia. 2007. Naked on the Internet: Hookups, Downloads, and Cashing in on Internet Sexploration. Emeryville: Seal Press.

Rogers, Richard. 2020. Deplatforming: Following extreme Internet celebrities to Telegram and alternative social media. European
Journal of Communication 35: 213-29. https://doi.org/10.1177/0267323120922066.

Sanders, Teela, Barbara Brents, and Chris Wakefield. 2020. Paying for Sex in the Digital Age. London: Routledge.

Sanders, Teela, Jane Scoular, Jane Pitcher, Rosie Campbell, and Stewart Cunningham. 2019. Beyond the Gaze and Well Beyond Wolf-
enden: The Practices and Rationalities of Regulating and Policing Sex Work in the Digital Age. Journal of Law and Society 46: 211—
39. https://doi.org/10.1111/jols.12155.

Sanders, Teela, Jane Scoular, Rosie Campbell, Jane Pitcher, and Stewart Cunningham. 2017. Beyond the Gaze: Summary Briefing on
Internet Sex Work. Leicester: University of Leicester.

Sanders, Teela, Laura Connelly, and Laura Jarvis King. 2016. On Our Own Terms: The Working Conditions of Internet-Based Sex
Workers in the UK. Sociological Research Online 21: 133-46. https://doi.org/10.5153/sr0.4152.

Simone, Melissa. 2019. Bots Started Sabotaging My Online Research. I Fought Back. Available online: https://www.stat-
news.com/2019/11/21/bots-started-sabotaging-my-online-research-i-fought-back/ (accessed on 7 February 2023).

Stardust, Zahra, Danielle Blunt, Gabriella Garcia, Lorelei Lee, Kate D’Adamo, and Rachel Kuo. 2023. High Risk Hustling: Payment
Processors, Sexual Proxies, and Discrimination by Design. The CUNY Law Review. Available online: https://academic-
works.cuny.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1559&context=clr (accessed on 27 March 2024).

Storozuk, Andie, Marylin Ashley, Veronic Delage, and Erin Maloney. 2020. Got Bots? Practical Recommendations to Protect Online
Survey Data from Bot Attacks. The Quantitative Methods for Psychology 16: 472-81. https://doi.org/10.20982/tqmp.16.5.p472.
Strand, Kerry, Sam Marullo, Nick Cutforth, Randy Stoecker, and Patrick Donohue. 2003. Principles of Best Practice for Community-

Based Research. Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning 9: 5-15.

Teitcher, Jennifer E. F., Walter O. Bockting, José A. Bauermeister, Chris J. Hoefer, Michael H. Miner, and Robert L. Klitzman. 2015.
Detecting, preventing, and responding to “fraudsters” in internet research: Ethics and tradeoffs. Journal of Law, Medicine & Ethics
43: 116-33. https://doi.org/10.1111/jlme.12200.

Thakor, Mitali, and danah boyd. 2013. Networked trafficking: Reflections on technology and the anti-trafficking movement. Dialec-
tical Anthropology 37: 277-90. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10624-012-9286-6.

Tichenor, Erin. 2020. ‘I've Never Been So Exploited’: The consequences of FOSTA-SESTA in Aotearoa New Zealand. Anti-Trafficking
Review 14: 99-115. https://doi.org/10.14197/atr.201220147.

Tiidenberg, Katrin. 2021. Sex, power and platform governance. Porn Studies 8: 381-93. https://doi.org/10.1080/23268743.2021.1974312.

van der Nagel, Emily. 2021. Competing platform imaginaries of NSFW content creation on Only Fans. Porn Studies 8: 394-410.
https://doi.org/10.1080/23268743.2021.1974927.

Van Doorn, Niels, and Olav Velthuis. 2018. A good hustle: The moral economy of market competition in adult webcam modeling.
Journal of Cultural Economy 11: 177-92. https://doi.org/10.1080/17530350.2018.1446183.

Vanwesenbeeck, Ine. 2013. Prostitution push and pull: Male and female perspectives. The Journal of Sex Research 50: 11-16.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2012.696285.

Vanwesenbeeck, Ine. 2017. Sex Work Criminalization Is Barking Up the Wrong Tree. Archives of Sexual Behavior 46: 1631-40.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-017-1008-3.

Velthuis, Olav, and Niels van Doorn. 2020. Weathering Winner-Take-All: How Rankings Brutally Constitute Competition on
Webcam Sex Platforms, and What Performers Can Do About It. In The Performance Complex: Competition and Competitions in
Social Life. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 167-84.

Zimmerman, Yvonne. 2012. Other Dreams of Freedom: Religion, Sex, and Human Trafficking. New York: Oxford University Press.

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury
to people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.



