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9 Abstract 
10 

11 
This article analyses the viewpoints of Spanish youth regarding prostitution, sex 

13 
workers and their opinions on what the law surrounding sex work should be. Spain is 

14 
15 currently in the grip of a great debate, tending to adopt the punishment of sex buyers. To 
16 

17 investigate this issue, 3126 young participants aged 16-30 were surveyed through an 
18 

online questionnaire in December 2020, which consisted of 21 questions. A factor 

20 analysis revealed three distinct perceptions of prostitution falling into three categories: 
21 
22 “As a choice” (22.8%), “as coercive” (27.9%) and “as economic necessity” (49.3%). 
23 

24 Correspondingly, the legal positions on prostitution varied depending on the perceptions 
25 

of paid sex: viewing prostitution “as coercive” was associated with the criminalisation of 

27 prostitution, while considering sex work “as a choice” was related to the regulation of 
28 

29 prostitution. In conclusion, the young Spaniards surveyed do not consider all those who 
30 

offer paid sex as victims of trafficking; instead, they differentiate based on the connection 
32 between trafficking and the sex industry. These diverse perceptions contribute to policy 
33 
34 recommendations aimed at preventing the negative consequences of prostitution, 
35 

36 implementing harm reduction measures to safeguard sex workers, and moving beyond 
37 

dichotomous policies of criminalization and regulation. 

39 
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3 INTRODUCTION 
4 

5 
Background 

7 

8 Sex work is one of the most controversial activities in contemporary societies, drawing 
9 

varying conceptions from academic, political, and social action contexts, such as NGOs. 

11 In Spain, in June 2022, the government introduced legislation with the aim of eradicating 
12 
13 prostitution by criminalizing those who pay for sexual services. This legal proposal 
14 

15 derives from the debate between different feminist perspectives and the anti-trafficking 
16 

campaigns developed in Spain, reflecting similar debates and discussions that have taken 

18 place in other countries (Harrington, 2012). Presently, Spain's stance on prostitution is 
19 

20 alegal, meaning it exists in a legal gray area, neither explicitly prohibited nor regulated. 
21 

Despite the extensive media and political debate, little research has been done on people's 
23 opinions, attitudes and perspective regarding prostitution. Furthermore, there has been 
24 
25 little discussion on whether amendments to the criminal code are necessary to address 
26 

27 offenses related to prostitution. This paper aims to contribute to filling this gap. 
28 
29 Related and important aspects in many European countries are: the association of sex 
30 

31 work with human trafficking as synonymous or closely related activities 
32 

(Vanwesenbeeck, 2017); the perception or belief that all women engaged in prostitution 
34 

are somehow coerced or forced to do so (Bettio, Giusta, and Di Tommaso, 2017); and the 
35 
36 scarcity of rigorous data or the distorted use of existing data, which often justify restrictive 
37 

38 policies on sex work and immigration across Europe (Feingold, 2011; Meneses-Falcón 
39 

and Urío, 2021; Weitzer, 2014). 

41 

42 Positions or views regarding prostitution 
43 
44 Feminist approaches to sex work are diverse and nuanced, but they can generally be 
45 
46 summarized into two main viewpoints (Di Nicola, Orfano, Cauduro and Conci, 2005). 
47 

48 One theoretical perspective uses the term “prostitution” rather than “sex work” because 
49 

it does not considered work (Sullivam, 2005). Within this perspective, prostitution is 

51 viewed as a form of violence against women or gender-based violence, thus perpetuating 
52 

53 inequality and discrimination (Bindel, 2017). According to this line, prostitution is a 
54 

55 consequence of patriarchy, which uses and commercializes women's bodies to satisfy 
56 

men's sexual desires (Raymond, 2004). Consequently, women engaged in prostitution are 
57 
58 considered victims, and no distinction is made between voluntary prostitution and sex 
59 

60 trafficking (Farley, 2006). The notion of women's free choice is neither understood nor 
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2 
3 accepted; instead, this activity is seen to be chosen because of external pressure, whether 
4 

5 from a pimp, limited alternatives or patriarchal structures that push women into 
6 

prostitution (Doezema, 2016). Therefore, the aim is to penalise the actors who contribute 
8 

to maintaining this inequality (clients, pimps or club owners), while women are perceived 
9 
10 as victims of the patriarchal system and would therefore not be penalised (Niemi, 2010). 
11 

12 This theoretical perspective seeks to criminalise the activity prevent the exploitation of 
13 

women's bodies in a capitalist system that buys and sells everything, and which is a 

15 violation of human rights (Cobo, 2016). This perspective has generated much debate 
16 
17 around sexuality, prostitution and pornography. Initially, this perspective held a 
18 

19 moralistic and socially deviant viewpoint but has now evolved into a neo-abolitionist 
20 

feminist position (Bernstein, 2012). Therefore, it understands the gender perspective by 

22 associating prostitution with sex trafficking and creating a social sensitivity from 
23 

24 trafficking against prostitution (Tarantino, 2021). 
25 
26 The other theoretical perspective, often referred to as pro-sex work feminism, understands 
27 
28 the transformations that contemporary society has undergone in sex and intimacy 
29 

30 (Giddens, 1995). Within this understanding, a new culture of sex, sexuality and new forms 
31 

of sexual experience has emerged (Agustín, 2005; Attwood 2006). Women in sex work 

33 are seen as individuals who make their own decisions. Faced with limited job 
34 

35 opportunities, they opt for those activities that are most profitable and compatibility with 
36 

family responsibilities (Sanders, 2004). While it is recognised that sex work has an impact 
38 

on women, it is seen more as a consequence of the conditions under which they have to 
39 
40 work, and the associated stigma, rather than prostitution itself (Vanwesenbeeck, 2017). 
41 

42 Furthermore, two aspects mentioned above are key to understand this perspective: first, 
43 

the recognition of the agency of adult women who make their own decisions, so feminism 

45 cannot treat them as voiceless (Tarantino, 2021); second, the notion that stigma serves as 
46 
47 an instrument of control of female sexuality within patriarchal and heterosexual culture. 
48 

49 Some authors argued that this stigma can be removed by normalising and positioning sex 
50 

work as a job with rights and obligations (Weitzar, 2018). Other authors stated that sex 

52 work can be understood as a challenge to patriarchy (Juliano, 2002), and a means of 
53 

54 redistribution of economic wealth between men and women, taking advantage of women's 
55 

greater erotic capital (Hakim, 2010). Moreover, sex work is believed to enhance economic 
57 growth, globalisation -through increased mobility- and a more tolerant attitude towards 
58 
59 women sexuality (Hakim, 2015). The lack of recognition of sex work as an employment 
60 
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3 or survival possibility for women is linked with broader social concerns such as migration 
4 

5 or gender-based violence (Weitzer, 2006). This view advocates either the regulation of 
6 

7 sex work or rather the granting of rights to sex workers along the lines of the New Zealand 
8 

model (Armstrong and Abel, 2020). From this theoretical position, the aim is to enhance 

10 the working conditions of sex workers, with decriminalisation seen as means of 
11 

12 improving their human rights (Abel, 2014). It has been reflected that the stigma associated 
13 

with prostitution may not be caused by the activity itself but rather to specific sexual 
15 

politics (Zatz, 1997). Although the fully or partially criminalised of sex work in many 
16 
17 countries, this fact does not prevent many women from engaging in such activity 
18 

19 (Tarantino, 2021). 
20 
21 These two views have been called oppression models or abolitionist policies on one hand, 
22 

23 and empowerment models or harm reduction policies on the other (Aronowitz, 2014; 
24 

25 Skilbrei, 2019). Furthermore, there is a close relationship between the different 
26 

viewpoints within the feminist movement, the various sexual policies adopted by different 
27 
28 society, the understanding of human trafficking for sexual exploitation, and the criminal 
29 

30 justice system (Bernstein, 2012). Regardless of regulation in their region, individuals 
31 

engaged in prostitution faced multiple forms of discrimination, including healthcare, 

33 housing, employment opportunities, legal proceedings, social integration, and public 
34 
35 condemnation (Jordan, 2005). 
36 
37 

Previous studies on attitudes to prostitution 
38 
39 

40 Prostitution or sex work is seen in a polarized manner. On the one hand, and simplifying 
41 

the positions significantly, it is often perceived as an immoral occupation associated with 

43 criminal activities, gender violence and human trafficking. On the other hand, it is seen 
44 

45 as a job or occupation that should be regulated under labour laws, with rights and working 
46 

47 conditions, as it meets the needs of many women who are excluded from the formal labour 
48 

market (Ma, Chan and Loke, 2017; Outshoorn, 2004). These perspectives generate 

50 different attitudes and perceptions in the population. The perception and portrayal of 
51 

52 individuals involved in prostitution have been explored among professionals and the 
53 

general public, to a lesser extent among young people. This is a demographic that may be 
55 involved in both demand and supply sides and may hold positive or discriminatory 
56 
57 attitudes towards women engaged in prostitution. 
58 

59 

60 
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2 
3 Focusing on the general population, several studies have examined attitudes towards 
4 

5 people engaged in prostitution and towards the law in Spain. Attitudes towards 
6 

prostitution have been related to gender equality attitudes. Räsänen and Wilska (2007) 
8 

investigated attitudes towards commercial sex in a sample of Finnish students aged 18- 
9 
10 30 and found that men held more positive attitude than women. Jakobsson and Kotsadam 
11 

12 (2011) explored attitudes towards commercial sex in a sample of 1716 Norwegians and 
13 

1815 Swedes, and found a relationship between negative attitudes towards prostitution 

15 with conservative views, as well as and positive views with gender equality. Similarly, 
16 
17 an international sample of 48630 participants from 53 countries revealed that favourable 
18 

19 attitudes towards gender equality and the religiosity of the population were linked to an 
20 

unfavourable view of prostitution, whereas high social status and weak beliefs in the 

22 institution of marriage were more favourable to prostitution (Chon, 2015). 
23 

24 
Valor-Segura, Expósito and Morales (2011), in a study involving 620 Spaniards, found 

26 that a legalising position was related to a benevolent perception of the sex buyer and a 
27 
28 tendency to view women as sex workers. Conversely, a prohibitionist position blamed the 
29 

30 woman engaged in prostitution for being assaulted by her clients. Levin and Peled (2011), 
31 

with a sample of 229 Israeli university students, tested a scale to measure attitudes 

33 towards prostitution and prostitutes, and highlighted the view of prostitutes as victims and 
34 

35 deviants. Morton, Klein and Gorzalka (2012) surveyed 238 Canadian students on 
36 

perceptions of prostitution and concluded that there was greater coercion and 
38 

victimisation in female than in male prostitution, and that street prostitution had a more 
39 
40 negative perception than indoor one. 
41 

42 
Another Spanish study conducted through a telephone survey with a random sample of 

44 1048 men showed that 81.9% believed that “prostitution should be regulated like any 
45 

46 other economic activity” and 93.6% understood that “women in prostitution engage in it 
47 

due to economic need” (Meneses, Rúa and Uroz, 2018). A recent study involving 1364 
49 

medical students in Sheffield (UK) has shown that students had little knowledge about 
50 
51 sex workers and expected prostitution should be legal in the UK to enhance their safety 
52 

53 (El Jassar, 2020). 
54 
55 Furthermore, Fernández-Cornejo et al. (2020), with a sample of 997 people aged 17-79, 
56 

57 highlighted that 72.7% of the sample favoured decriminalisation and 45.7% favoured 
58 

59 abolitionism. Women and those who considered prostitution as a form of violence tended 

60 
to support the abolition of prostitution. In addition, a systematic review of 49 publications 
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2 
3 analysing attitudes towards prostitution showed that: 25 of these studies highlighting a 
4 

5 greater tolerance towards prostitution in the last 20 years; 6 studies showed negative 
6 

attitudes towards sex workers; outdoor prostitution face more condemnation than indoor 
8 

prostitution, and prejudice and stigma towards sex workers persisted; 7 studies were 
9 
10 against the legalisation of prostitution, while others supported it (Ma, Chan and Loke 
11 

12 2018). 
13 
14 The sex industry in Spain is linked with the country's culture, presenting a paradoxical 
15 

16 blend of moral repulsion and resigned toleration (Agustín, 2005). In this sense, the latest 
17 

18 national survey (CIS, 2023)1 revealed that 32% of the Spanish sample believed that 
19 

“paying a woman for sex” should be punishable by law, 32.2% expressed that it was not 
20 
21 acceptable but should also not be subject to legal punishment, while 28.1% stated that it 
22 

23 was acceptable under certain circumstances. In this sense, much of the cultural perception 
24 

of prostitution and research in Spain traditionally focuses on women, with limited 

26 exploration of the experiences of men (Miranda and Muñoz, 2023)2 and trans women 
27 
28 (García-Vázquez, 2023)3. 
29 
30 

As numerous authors have noted (Weitzer, 2009a; McCarthy et al., 2012; 
31 
32 Vanwesenbeeck, 2017), negative attitudes towards sex workers and the presence of 
33 

34 criminalising legislation can have a negative impact on the working conditions, and on 
35 

violence against sex workers. This can result in increased secrecy that leads to poorer 
37 health and safety outcomes. It is therefore important to understand the attitudes and 
38 
39 opinions held by general population, particularly young people, regarding sex workers 
40 

41 and prostitution. This understanding can inform the awareness-raising campaigns that 
42 

align with these perceptions. A more tolerant view can contribute to reducing violence 

44 and stigmatisation of sex workers. Young people's views towards sex workers may be 
45 

46 polarised and diverse, mirroring the ongoing debates in Spain. These questions lead to 
47 

the following objectives: 1) exploring the perspectives of young Spaniards´ engage in 

49 
paid sex, 2) identifying the position or view of young people regarding potential 

50 
51 

52    
53 1 CIS-Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas. (Enero 2023). Encuesta sobre cuestiones de actualidad: la 

54 violencia sexual contra las mujeres avance de resultados. Estudio nº 3393. 
55 https://datos.cis.es/pdf/Es3393marMT_A.pdf 
56 2 Miranda, G., & Muñoz, L. (2023). Caracterización de los Trabajadores Sexuales Masculinos en España

 

57 
(2020-2021). Interacción y perspectiva: Revista de Trabajo Social, 13(2), 121-143.

 

58 3 García-Vázquez, O. (2023). The experiences of Latina transgender women in prostitution in Spain
 

59 
during Covid-19 pandemic. International Journal of Interdisciplinary Social and Community Studies.

 

60 
https://doi.org/10.18848/2324-7576/CGP

 

https://datos.cis.es/pdf/Es3393marMT_A.pdf
https://doi.org/10.18848/2324-7576/CGP
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2 
3 legislation in Spain, and 3) determining if any socio-demographic characteristic influence 
4 

5 attitudes towards legislation or sex workers. 
6 

7 

8 
METHODOLOGY 

10 

11 Design. This is a cross-sectional study conducted through an online sociological survey. 
12 

The questionnaire remained accessible for one month, from 30/11/2020 to 30/12/2020. In 
14 addition. It was possible to answer the questionnaire using any technological device with 
15 
16 Internet access (including mobile phone, computer, tablet) via a provided link. 
17 

18 Participation in the survey was entirely voluntary. 
19 
20 Sampling. A two-pronged approach has been adopted. The main approach involved the 
21 

22 use of Twitter to map and identify the youth organisations throughout Spain. Numerous 
23 

youth organisations very different in their aims were approached for collaboration. These 
25 included national and regional institutes, councils and official youth institutes, youth 
26 
27 associations or groups, youth from political parties at national and regional level, activist 
28 

29 youth associations related to migration, feminism and gender diversity, youth-focused 
30 

magazines and research institutions, non-profit organisations and religious groups 

32 dedicated to youth. Youth-related associations were contacted via Twitter to facilitate the 
33 

34 dissemination of the questionnaire. 
35 
36 

On the other hand, snowball sampling was used to a lesser extent. Contacts were reached 
37 
38 out to and requested to participate in the survey and encourage others to do the same. The 
39 

40 survey link was disseminated on multiple social media platforms, including Twitter, 
41 

Facebook, LinkedIn, WhatsApp, and Instagram. In cases where youth organizations 

43 lacked a social media presence, emails were utilized. The only exclusion criteria were 
44 
45 respondents' age (between 16 and 30 years old) and being based or located in Spain. 
46 

47 Consequently, organizations, regardless of their affiliations with prostitution, sex work, 
48 

or sex trafficking, were invited to partake in the study. 

50 

51 Procedure. The survey was conducted among young Spaniards, using social networks for 
52 

its dissemination (Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn e Instagram). Various youth organizations 

54 with diverse purposes, ages, and socio-demographic characteristics played a crucial role 
55 
56 in facilitating the survey's dissemination. These organizations included youth segments 
57 

58 of political parties with different ideologies, trade unions, NGOs, foundations, religious 
59 

organisations, youth associations, public bodies, educational centres, vocational training 
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2 
3 entities, universities, researchers’ websites, feminism activists and sexual contacts 
4 

5 websites. 
6 
7 The questionnaire consisted of 21 questions: 10 socio-demographic and control questions, 
8 
9 5 questions on opinions with Likert scale (disagree 1, strongly agree 4), 5 questions on 
10 

11 behaviours related to paid sex (with dichotomous responses) and 1 question on opinion 
12 

about what the law should be around sex work. Six reasons for engaging in prostitution 

14 (for pleasure, normal work, economic necessity, having family members to care of, victim 
15 

16 of trafficking, debts incurred when coming to Spain) were recoded into dichotomous 
17 

18 variables (ticked or not). The socio-demographic characteristics of the selected women 
19 

offering sexual services included their nationality, their level of education, whether they 
20 
21 work, whether they have children and the respondents indicated their response in four 
22 

23 categories, with respondents indicating their perceptions in four categories. The 
24 

questionnaire was pre-tested with a group of 35 individuals to ensure that it was 

26 comprehensible and suitable for the target population. The estimated completion time for 
27 
28 the questionnaire was 5 minutes. Despite its analytical depth and gender-focused 
29 

30 approach, the term "sex" was used instead of "gender" because the latter would have 
31 

necessitated multiple analytical responses and was not deemed sufficiently representative. 

33 Similar to most studies involving young people, the questionnaire was specifically 
34 

35 designed to capture the perspectives of young Spaniards. 
36 
37 Participants. A total of 3330 young people in Spain responded to the questionnaire, of 
38 
39 which 3126 met the specified criteria of age between 16 and 30 years. Most of the sample 
40 

41 came from the six Spanish provinces, namely Madrid, Asturias, Granada, Barcelona, 
42 

Salamanca, and Valencia. The vast majority of the sample currently reside in Spain 

44 (98.9%), especially in municipalities with between 50 thousand and 500 thousand 
45 

46 inhabitants (52.6%). The average age of participants was 22.93 years, and the mode was 
47 

24 years. 

49 
50 Ethics. This research is part of a larger study that received approval from the authors' 
51 

52 University Ethics Committee. The survey ensured participant anonymity and 
53 

confidentiality  by  explicitly  explaining  these  safeguards  prior  to  initiating  the 

55 questionnaire. The research's purpose was also explained in the online questionnaire, so 
56 

57 there was an informed consent for the research. Furthermore, the socio-demographic data 
58 

59 requested did not identify the participants. 

60 



Page 9 of 36 Sociological Research Online 

https://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/sro 

 

 

7 

14 

21 

32 

37 

43 

48 

55 

1 

2 
3 Limitations. This study has some limitations. Although a broad sample of Spanish youth 
4 

5 has been collected and the questionnaire has been disseminated in very different youth 
6 

social networks, it is not a representative sample. Consequently, there may exist other 
8 

views and perspectives that are not represented in this research. The absence of a 
9 
10 representative sample means that the findings of this study may not be generalizable to 
11 

12 the broader population of Spanish youth. Moreover, online surveys suffer from the 
13 

limitation that the identities of the questionnaire respondents remain unknown. While the 

15 questionnaire was constructed along the lines of other similar questionnaires, the validity 
16 
17 of the instrument was not pursued. Furthermore, the chosen method also has 
18 

19 disadvantages, a quantitative methodology offers limited space for exploring the reasons 
20 

behind individuals' opinions. In addition, there exists ambiguity regarding how different 

22 individuals interpret the 'choice points' on a Likert scale. A mixed method approach might 
23 

24 have been beneficial, it would have resulted in a longer article than the one presented. 
25 
26 Analysis. It started with a descriptive and bivariate analysis, followed by the multivariate 
27 
28 analyses to meet the objectives of the study. SPSS v.24 for Windows was used. A factor 
29 

30 analysis of the variables was carried out, showing how people who offer sex for money 
31 

were perceived, using principal components with Varimax rotation with Kaiser 

33 normalisation,  fulfilling  the  requirements  demanded  by  this  type  of  analysis 
34 

35 (KMO=0.645; Bartlett’s test of sphericity (Approx. Chi-square= 3862.1, pvalue=0.000). 
36 

Three  sociologically  significant  dimensions  or  factors  were  obtained  regarding 
38 

respondents’ perceptions of people who sell sexual services. 
39 
40 

41 In order to obtain a typology of perceptions based on the women in prostitution, the set 
42 

was segmented into different groups through a non-hierarchical K-means cluster analysis. 

44 This multivariate technique obtained groups, segments or clusters that are different from 
45 

46 each other but internally homogeneous. This generates a certain typology about the 
47 

images of women in prostitution. The cluster analysis was carried out on the factors 

49 
obtained from the factorial analysis previously carried out on the initial set of variables, 

50 
51 which gathered information on the different motivations underlying perceptions about 
52 

53 women. Finally, multiple correspondence analyses relate the three cluster profiles found 
54 

with the fundamental socio-demographic variables (gender, age and education) and to 

56 variables of legal view of prostitution. 
57 

58 

59 

60 
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2 
3 RESULTS 
4 

5 
The average age of the sample was 23 years (s=3.51), of which 28.3% (n=884) were male 

7 and the rest female (n=2242). It has been mentioned that women respond more than men 
8 

9 on this topic because they are more concerned about it (Fernández-Cornejo, et al., 2020). 
10 

The level of completed studies was: 5.4% secondary education (n=169), 33.4% high 
12 school (n=1043), 7.6% vocational training (n=238), 27.8% undergraduate university 
13 
14 studies/bachelor (870), 24.6% postgraduate or master studies (n=768) and 1.2% doctoral 
15 

16 studies (n=38). 
17 
18 In addition, 18.2% (n=569) of the sample knew someone who offered paid sexual 
19 

20 services, and 1.3% (n=40) have offered paid sexual services. Regarding the reasons for 
21 

offering sexual services, in the opinion of the young people of the sample, we found that 
23 the majority indicated economic need (93%), victim of human trafficking 82.6%, having 
24 
25 debts 59.6%, having relatives to care 58.9%, it is a normal job 9.1% and liking sex 5.5%. 
26 

27 
With the items that made up the survey question "What do you think is the most common 

29 profile of a person who offers sex for money?", with possible values 1: Not frequent; 2: 
30 

31 Uncommon; 3; Frequent and 4 Very frequent, a factor analysis has been carried out, 
32 

which is detailed in Table 1. The variable “STD / HIV infected” has not been considered, 
34 

because it has a very low communality of 0.246. Three dimensions or factors stand out in 
35 
36 relation to the image of people who sell sex. The first factor brings together the perception 
37 

38 of these people as victims (those with a higher factor load with factor 1 being the items 
39 

"It is forced", "It is a victim of TSH ..." and "It is minor”). The second factor brings 

41 together the variables involved in offering of sexual services out of economic necessity 
42 
43 (those with a higher factor load with factor 2 being the items "Is unemployed or works 
44 

45 part-time", "Has children ...", "Is immigrant ..." and "Has low level of studies..."), which 
46 

would be main aspect, rather than victimisation. Finally, the third factor offers an view of 

48 sex workers (those with a higher factor load with factor 3 being the items "Has university 
49 

50 studies" and "Is national ..."), being a voluntarily chosen occupation. 
51 
52 Table 1. Factor analysis on the perceptions of young people (Factor Loading, 
53 

Communalities and % variance explained) 

55 

56 

57 

58 

59 

60 

 
Variables 

Component 
Communalities 

F1 F2 F3 
 

Is forced into prostitution .870   .761 

Is victim of human trafficking .866   .767 
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10 
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12 

13 

14 

15 

16 
17 

18 With these results, a cluster analysis has been carried out to group these respondents´s 
19 

perceptions into possible social groups (Graphic 1). The first group is made up of 23% of 

21 the sample, called perception as a choice, presented above average scores in the sex 
22 

23 workers factor while the other two factors are at or below average. The second group is 
24 

made up of 28% of the sample, called perception as coercive, is slightly above average 
26 on the factor that considers them as victims or forced into prostitution while the other two 
27 
28 factors are below average. The third group is made up of 49% of the sample, called 
29 

30 perception as economic necessity, with the economic necessity factor above average 
31 

while the victim factor is almost average and sex worker factor is below average. 

33 

34 Graphic 1. Perception Profile (Cluster Analysis) (Mean Factor Loading by cluster) 
35 

36 

37 

38 

39 

40 

41 

42 

43 

44 

45 

46 

47 

48 

49 

50 

51 

52 

53 

54 

55 

56 

57 

58 

59 

60 

Is minor/under-age .541   .342 

Is unemployed or works part-time  .704  .520 

Has children  .634  .492 

Is immigrant  .566  .415 

Has a low level of studies  .535 -.461 .501 

Has university studies   .779 .620 

Is national   .643 .437 

% variance explained by each factor 21.596 17.450 14.905  

% total variance explained   53.95  
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3 Of the variables studied, Table 2 has analysed the existence of differences between the 
4 

5 groups obtained in the cluster. The results showed significant differences between the 
6 

three groups, except for the gender variable. In the perception as a choice, the highest 
8 

scores occured in the variables “is national” and “has university studies”; It is also the 
9 
10 group where the highest percentage is reached in “know someone who sold sexual 
11 

12 services”, specifically 28.2%; and in the option to “have sold sex”, 2.8%. In the 
13 

perception as coercive, the scores for being a “victim of trafficking” or “forced into 

15 prostitution” stand out. Finally, in the perception as economic necessity, they emphasise 
16 
17 that the person “is immigrant”, “minor”, “with low-level of study”, “is unemployed or 
18 

19 works part-time”, although to a lesser extent than the previous group, was also made of 
20 

“victim of trafficking” or “forced prostitution”. 

22 

23 Three types of perceptions have been found among young people as to why some people 
24 

engage in sex work. In the perception as a choice, the pleasure of sex, the normality of 

26 the work and economic necessity stood out compared to the other two groups. In the 
27 
28 perception as coercive, being a victim of trafficking stood out compared to the other two 
29 

30 groups. Finally, in the perception as economic necessity, having relatives to care, 
31 

financial need, having a debt contracted for coming to Spain and being a victim of human 

33 trafficking stood out. Table 2 showed the perceptions of the young people surveyed, 
34 

35 which reveals different profiles and situations of women in sex work. 
36 
37 Table 2. Perceptions of what the most common profile of a sex worker looks like 
38 

and other variables for the whole sample and by cluster of membership (X: mean; 
39 

σ; deviation standard; n: absolute frequency; % percentage) 

41 

42 

43 

44 

45 

46 

47 

48 

49 

50 

51 

52 

53 

54 

55 

56 

57 

58 

59 

60 

  
 
All 

 
C1 
(As a choice) 

 
C2 
(As coercive) 

C3 
(As economic 

necessity) 

 
pvalue 

Size n(%) 3126 (100%) 714 (22.8%) 871 (27.9%) 1541 (49.3%) 
 

PERCEPTION PROFILE (1: 

Not frequent; 2: Rare; 3: 

Frequent; 4: Very common 

 
All 

C1 
(As a choice) 

C2 
(As coercive) 

C3 
(As economic 

necessity) 

pvalue 

Is national X /  2.327 /0.577 2.854 /0.546 2.142/0.477 2.187/0.490 0.000 

Is immigrant X /  3.639 / 0.522 3.473/ 0.575 3.370/ 0.575 3.868/0.342 0.000 

Is minor X /  2.357 /0.671 2.258 / 0.679 2.284/ 0.674 2.445/0.655 0.000 

Has low level of studies X /  3.506/0.594 3.142/0.576 3.230/0.612 3.831/0.375 0.000 

Has university studies X /  1.912 /0.611 2.447/ 0.616 1.807/ 0.531 1.724/ 0.497 0.000 

Is unemployed/has part-time 

job 
X /  

3.276/ 0.729 3.420/ 0.606 2.637/ 0.689 3.570/ 0.559 
0.000 

Has children X /  3.103 /0.687 3.191/ 0.670 2.626/ 0.623 3.332/0.589 0.000 

Has STI/HIV X /  2.502/ 0.733 2.352/ 0.731 2.425/0.747 2.615/ 0.708 0.000 
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23 
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27 

28 

29 
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32 

33 
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35 

36 

37 

38 

39 
40 

41 En Table 2, a significant difference among the three groups or clusters is tested. This is done through the 
42 appropriate statistical hypothesis test (one-way ANOVA), where the null hypothesis states that there are no 
43 significant differences among the three groups, and the alternative hypothesis suggests that at least one of 
44 the three groups is different (when the null hypothesis is rejected, we have highlighted in bold the value of 
45 the mean or percentage that is highest among the group or groups showing differences compared to the 
46 others, in order to clarify which group or groups are driving the observed differences). 
47 

48 
49 

50 Finally, the possible multivariate association between the groups with the 
51 

52 sociodemographic variables sex and educational level has been investigated (Graphic 2). 
53 

Women, high school students and university students showed a clear perception that these 

55 people are victims or act out of necessity. The perception of women as sex workers was 
56 

57 more prevalent among male respondents and individuals with a higher level of education. 
58 

59 

60 

Is victim of trafficking X /  3.444/ 0.684 3.119/0.797 3.568/0.647 3.524/ 0.596 0.000 

Is forced into prostitution X /  3.458/ 0.669 3.172/ 0.797 3.604/ 0.647 3.507/ 0.596 0.000 

 
OTHER VARIABLES 

 
All 

C1 
(As a choice) 

C2 
(As coercive) 

C3 
(As economic 

necessity) 

pvalue 

Age X /  22.94/3.517 23.36/ 3.68 22.49. 3.58 23.00/ 3.38 0.000 

Sex Male (%) 28.30 28.6 31.1 26.5 0.056 

 
 
 

 
Level of studies (completed) 

(%) 

Secondary 5.40% 7.40% 6.90% 3.60% 0.000 

High school 33.40% 29.10% 38.20% 32.60%  

Vocational 

training 7.60% 8.30% 9.00% 6.60% 
 

Bachelor 27.80% 26.20% 26.60% 29.30%  

Master's 

studies 24.60% 27.20% 18.50% 26.80% 
 

Doctoral 

studies 1.20% 1.80% 0.80% 1.20% 
 

Know someone who sold 

sexual services Yes (%) 18.20% 28.20% 14.40% 15.80% 
0.000 

 
 
 
 

 
Reasons for engaging in 

prostitution 

(%) 

Liking sex 5.50% 11.50% 5.50% 2.70% 0.000 

Normal job 9.10% 19.60% 7.10% 5.30% 0.000 

Economic 

need 93.80% 94.10% 90.90% 95.20% 
0.000 

Have 

relatives to 

care for 

 
58.90% 

 
59.70% 

 
44.50% 

 
66.60% 

0.000 

Victim of 

trafficking 82.60% 73.40% 84.50% 85.80% 
0.000 

Debts 

incurred in 

coming to 

Spain 

 

 
59.60% 

 

 
51.50% 

 

 
54.60% 

 

 
66.10% 

 
0.000 

Has offered sex for money Yes (%) 1.30% 2.80% 1.60% 0.40% 0.000 

Legal view of prostitution 

(%) Total 

prohibition 

 
17.5% 

 

 
12.9% 

 

 
21.5% 

 

 
17.5% 

 
0.000 
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3 Graphic 2. Perceptual Map for Level of Study, Perception Profile and Sex (Multiple 
4 

5 Correspondence Analysis) 
6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

28 
29 

30 Regarding the opinion on what the law surrounding sex work should be, we found that 
31 

the prohibition of both the buyer and the seller is supported by 17.5% (548) without 

33 differences between the sex of the respondents; more girls (45.3%, n=1014) than boys 
34 

35 (28.5%, n=252) were in favour of fining only the client of prostitution; regarding the 
36 

37 legalisation or regulation of sex work, it was supported more by boys (52.3%, n=471) 

38 
than girls (37.5%, n=839) with statistically significant differences (2=82.11; p=0.000). 

40 In relation to age, a difference in means was observed in the three legal views (F=18.30; 
41 

42 p=0.000), with those who showed a younger average age supporting prohibition 
43 

44 ( =22.15; =3.5), compared to those who were older ( =23.23; =3.5). A significant 
45 

correlation was also observed between level of studies and opinion on what the law 

47 surrounding sex work should be: the higher the level of studies, the greater the bias in 
48 

49 favour of the legalisation position (r=0.05; p=0.005). A significant association was also 
50 

51 observed between the opinion on how the law surrounding sex work should be and the 

52 
three perception groups found (Figure 3). Thus, the group “as a choice” is clearly 

54 associated with legalising, the group “as coercive” with prohibitionist notion penalising 
55 

56 everyone, and the group “as economic necessity” with prohibiting, penalising only those 
57 

who pay for sex. 

59 

60 
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3 Graphic 3. Perceptual Map for Legal View and Perception Profile (Multiple 
4 Correspondence Analysis) 
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32 DISCUSSION 
33 
34 Perceptions about sex workers 
35 
36 

The results obtained are consistent with the diversity of positions on sex work in Spanish 

38 society and in the European studies cited below. The diversity of perceptions obtained 
39 

40 underscore the complexity of the reality surrounding sex work/prostitution. It emphasizes 
41 

42 that this issue cannot be reduced exclusively to a one-size-fits-all narrative of 
43 

victimisation of all women in sex work, because it harms those who are really victims of 
44 
45 human trafficking. Many articles (Doezema, 2016; Farley, 2006; Raymond, 2004) 
46 

47 analyse sex work and trafficking from a feminist perspective as if there were a single 

48 
view. However, there is no consensus regarding the definition of this activity or the most 

50 appropriate approach within the context of patriarchy and from a feminist perspective. 
51 
52 While there is agreement on the gender inequalities that arise in, with women 
53 

54 predominantly in the role of sex workers and men as clients, the underlying causes differ 
55 

depending on the specific feminist position (Kempadoo, Sanghera and Pattanaik, 2016). 

57 Our results showed three different views among those involved in prostitution. 
58 
59 

60 
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2 
3 On the one hand, there is the view that women in prostitution are always being victims 
4 

5 of trafficking or coercion, which is the primary reason to engage in prostitution. This 
6 

group of the sample, defined as “perception as coercive” cluster, sees women engaged in 
8 

prostitution as “prostituted”, placing the action of prostitution on a third party, the sex 
9 
10 buyer. This view of “prostituted” is related to woman in vulnerable situations or those 
11 

12 who have been forced into prostitution. This considers prostitution as an activity that 
13 

exposes women to risks and dangers in terms of violence and adverse effects on their 

15 health (Farley, 2003). The perception of women in prostitution as victims has emerged 
16 
17 more strongly, particularly since the adoption of the Palermo Protocol in 2000. This treaty 
18 

19 is an instrument of international cooperation against international organised crime, which 
20 

includes the crime of human trafficking (Stoyanova, 2017). This convention defines a 

22 victim of trafficking as a person who has been recruited, with or without deception, 
23 

24 threats, coercion or violence, and transported to another location (either within or outside 
25 

the borders of a country) for the purpose of exploitation. From this perspective, 
27 prostitution is understood as a patriarchal institution that provides women´s bodies to 
28 
29 satisfy men´s affective-sexual needs (Lagarde, 1990). These imbalanced commercial 
30 

31 relationships perpetuate gender inequalities and the violence against women within the 
32 

patriarchal system. Therefore, it is only possible to address these inequalities by punishing 

34 the purchase of sex (Bernstein, 2012). 
35 
36 

On the other hand, there is an image of a sex worker who makes autonomous and 
38 

voluntary decisions, perceiving sex work as an occupation that fulfils their needs or 
39 
40 projects. In this sense, this group or cluster of the sample, defined as “perception as a 
41 

42 choice”, view women engaged in prostitution as sex workers because they are considered 
43 

to have made a free and rational choice to engage in this activity. This group also 

45 considered that sex work should be recognised as an occupation, with rights and duties, 
46 
47 akin to other service-oriented and personal care occupations (Agustín, 2008). In other 
48 

49 studies, it was found that a third of students believed that women were engaged in sex 
50 

work because they enjoy sex (Polk and Cowan, 1996). From this perspective, prostitution 

52 is understood as a challenge to patriarchy’s control of female sexuality (Juliano, 2002). 
53 

54 It's argued that women possess greater erotic capital that allows them to trade their 
55 

sexuality and obtain significant benefits from men, who had had a higher demand for sex 
57 compared to women (Hakim, 2010). In this view, women offer sexual and affective 
58 
59 services, while men, who have greater economic wealth, are the clients. Sex work 
60 
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3 involves two activities, one sexual and the other economic, with women taking a leading 
4 

5 role (Juliano, 2002). Thus, sex work can offer women independence, power and control 
6 

over their lives, elements that may be perceived as threats to a patriarchal society. 

8 
9 Between the above-mentioned views, another perspective emerges which perceives 
10 

11 women involved in paid sex as vulnerable driven by economic need, which leads them 
12 

to be engaged in prostitution. This third view, called “perception as economic necessity”, 

14 aligns with previous research that has indicated that decisions to enter prostitution are 
15 

16 often associated with poverty and limited opportunities (Footer et al., 2020). 
17 
18 Sociodemographic characteristics associated with prostitution views 
19 
20 

Certain sociodemographic characteristics have been associated with the perception of 

22 greater acceptance or intolerance toward prostitution. Factors such as gender, age, 
23 
24 religiosity, social class, educational level, among others, explain the different perceptions 
25 

26 (Cao and Maguire, 2013; Chon, 2015). These differences are more apparent in opinions 
27 

regarding the legal status of sex work than in attitudes toward women engaged in paid 

29 sex. In this regard, men and individuals with more liberal views on sexuality tend to be 
30 

31 more supportive of sex work, whereas conservative people or those who support gender 
32 

equality were less favourable to sex work (Jakobsson and Kotsadam 2011). In our sample, 
34 

older age, high educational level and being male gender were associated with pro- 
35 
36 regularisation, which aligns with findings from other studies (Chon, 2015; May, 1999; 
37 

38 Räsänen and Wilska 2007). In this sense, in our sample ‘having met a sex worker’ was 
39 

higher in our survey (18%) than in other previous research, around 5% (Roberts et al., 

41 2010), but this sample suggested that individuals with direct knowledge of sex workers 
42 
43 tended to adopt the sex work 'as choice' paradigm and consequently were more favourable 
44 

45 to legalisation. 
46 
47 The respondents in our survey held highly polarized views regarding the appropriate legal 
48 

49 approach to sex work, with the most frequently mentioned options being "penalise the 
50 

sex buyer" and "regularise sex work", compared to the lesser option ("prohibition" which 

52 involved penalizing both sex sellers and sex buyers). Interestingly, respondents who 
53 
54 perceived individuals engaged in prostitution as victims of trafficking or vulnerability 
55 

56 tended  to  align  more  closely  with  the  positions  advocating  “prohibition”  and 
57 

“penalization of buyers”. Conversely, when these women were perceived as sex workers, 

59 they were more inclined to support “regulating” of sex work. These findings are 
60 



Sociological Research Online Page 18 of 36 

https://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/sro 

 

 

7 

25 

32 

37 

47 

52 

59 

1 

2 
3 consistent with similar trends observed in the Finnish population (Jakobsson and 
4 

5 Kotsadam, 2011), which corresponded with Sweden legal trajectory of punishing sex 
6 

buyers. Conversely, it has also been argued that countries with decriminalised laws are 
8 

more tolerant than those that criminalise prostitution (Skilbrei, 2019). In Spain, there is 
9 
10 still no clear opinion regarding the appropriate legal framework for prostitution, and this 
11 

12 fact is reflected in the diversity of views observed in this sample. 
13 
14 Prostitution is generally not perceived as an activity that is as positive or well valued 
15 

16 (Jakobsson and Kotsadam, 2011). The perceptions that are projected on these women are 
17 

18 related to the different perceptions that exist about sex work. Stigma has been identified 
19 

as the main disadvantage (Tomura, 2009; Sallmann, 2010; Weitzer, 2017), not only for 
20 
21 sex workers but also for those who have been trafficked and marked by prostitution and 
22 

23 criminal networks. Negative attitudes can often be attributed to ideological, religious, and 
24 

moralistic positions, but they sometimes impact on the decisions and well-being of people 

26 engaged in prostitution (Alexandre, 2009; Weitzer, 2009b). Thus, it is crucial to promote 
27 
28 values of respect, inclusivity, and non-discrimination to prevent the humiliation and 
29 

30 stigmatization of sex workers (Ma, Chan and Loke, 2020). Societies that punish and 
31 

penalize prostitution tend to an attitude of greater violence and discrimination towards 

33 sex workers (Platt, 2018). In this line, European societies should carefully deliberate on 
34 

35 the most appropriate legal framework to generate a tolerant attitude towards individuals 
36 

engaged in prostitution, while keep the existing legislation to combat trafficking and 
38 

exploitation (Oliveira et al, 2020). 
39 
40 

41 Trafficking and prostitution connections 
42 

43 Operationally, a trafficking victim is one who is identified by the police. It has been noted 
44 

45 in the literature (Feingold, 2011; Weitzer, 2014) that the media and many activists often 
46 

point to many victims of sex trafficking, however, the numbers of identified victims 

48 remain quite low. In Spain, according to data from the Prosecutor General’s Office (2019) 
49 

50 830 victims for the purpose of sexual exploitation were officially identified, most of them 
51 

women. It's important to acknowledge that there are various biases and obstacles affecting 
53 the detection and identification of victims. In connection to that, it is estimated that there 
54 
55 are 100 thousand individuals engaged in prostitution in Spain (Sanchís and Serra, 2011). 
56 

57 Victim identification data, although underestimated, are scarce and do not correspond to 
58 

the image of women in prostitution as victims of trafficking on a massive scale (Meneses 

60 and Urío, 2021). 
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3 As Anderson and Andrijasevic (2008) have pointed out, anti-trafficking policies 
4 

5 encompass various aspects, including the legal context of prostitution, migrant workers, 
6 

labour policies and citizenship rights, especially for non-nationals. The portrayal of 
8 

trafficked women, often recruited in developing countries and characterized by high 
9 
10 vulnerability and being brought to Europe for prostitution, serves as a justification for the 
11 

12 restrictive migration policies currently implemented within the European Union 
13 

(Feingold, 2011; Meneses-Falcón and Urío, 2021; Weitzer, 2014). 

15 

16 The perception of women engaged in prostitution among Spanish youth is very similar to 
17 

18 data from other European countries (Räsänen and Wilska 2007; Valor-Segura, Expósito 
19 

and Morales 2011; El Jassar 2020). It is possible for both laws to coexist: those that 
20 
21 enables sex workers´ rights and those that prevents or reduces coercive prostitution or 
22 

23 trafficking. Although trafficking and sex work have connections, there are two different 
24 

social phenomena, the same laws cannot be applied to both, as they will have negative 

26 consequences for women. Societies should work to prevent women from entering in 
27 
28 prostitution due to the potential consequences that it has for many individuals; while also 
29 

30 ensuring the safety and protection of those engage in this activity, controlling the most 
31 

extreme forms of exploitation or abusive. 

33 

34 In conclusion, the perception of sex workers among Spanish young varies significantly 
35 

depending on their relationship with trafficking. Women were perceived as sex workers 

37 when they decided to engage in sex work, while they were perceived as victims when 
38 
39 there was coercion to engage in prostitution. Each of these perceptions was associated 
40 

41 with an opinion on what the law surrounding sex work should be, either to prohibit 
42 

behaviours that abuse women or to regulate the conditions of sex work. These different 

44 viewpoints have provided insights for proposing policies that prevent the adverse 
45 

46 consequences of prostitution, minimizing harm to individuals involved in prostitution, 
47 

and moving beyond binary approaches of criminalization versus regulation. 

49 

50 
51 
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Variables 

Component 
Communalities 

F1 F2 F3 
 

Is forced into prostitution ,870   ,761 

Is victim of human trafficking ,866   ,767 

Is minor/under-age ,541   ,342 

Is unemployed or has part-time job  ,704  ,520 

Has children  ,634  ,492 

Is immigrant  ,566  ,415 

Has a low level of studies  ,535 -,461 ,501 

Has university studies   ,779 ,620 

Is national   ,643 ,437 

% variance explained by each factor 21,596 17,450 14,905  

% total variance explained   53,95  
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All 

 
C1 
(By option) 

 
C2 
(By coercion) 

 
C3 
(By necessity) 

 
pvalue 

Size n(%) 3126 (100%) 714 (22,8%) 871 (27,9%) 1541 (49,3%) 
 

PERCEPTION PERFIL (1: 

Not frequent; 2: Rare; 3: 

Frequent; 4: Very common 

 

All 
C1 
(By option) 

C2 
(By coercion) 

C3 
(By necessity) 

pvalue 

Is national X /  2,327 /0,577 2,854 /0,546 2,142/0,477 2,187/0,490 0,000 

Is immigrant X /  3,639 / 0,522 3,473/ 0,575 3,370/ 0,575 3,868/0,342 0,000 

Is minor X /  2,357 /0,671 2,258 / 0,679 2,284/ 0,674 2,445/0,655 0,000 

Has low level of studies X /  3,506/0,594 3,142/0,576 3,230/0,612 3,831/0,375 0,000 

Has university studies X /  1,912 /0,611 2,447/ 0,616 1,807/ 0,531 1,724/ 0,497 0,000 

Is unemployed/has part-time 

job 
X /  

3,276/ 0,729 3,420/ 0,606 2,637/ 0,689 3,570/ 0,559 
0,000 

Has children X /  3,103 /0,687 3,191/ 0,670 2,626/ 0,623 3,332/0,589 0,000 

Has STI/HIV X /  2,502/ 0,733 2,352/ 0,731 2,425/0,747 2,615/ 0,708 0,000 

Is victim of trafficking X /  3,444/ 0,684 3,119/0,797 3,568/0,647 3,524/ 0,596 0,000 

Is forced into prostitution X /  3,458/ 0,669 3,172/ 0,797 3,604/ 0,647 3,507/ 0,596 0,000 

OTHER VARIABLES 
 

All 
C1 
(By option) 

C2 
(By coercion) 

C3 
(By necessity) 

pvalue 

Age X /  22,94/3,517 23,36/ 3,68 22,49, 3,58 23,00/ 3,38 0,000 

Sex Male (%) 28,30 28,6 31,1 26,5 0,056 

 
 
 

 
Level of studies (completed) 

(%) 

Secondary 5,40% 7,40% 6,90% 3,60% 0,000 

High school 33,40% 29,10% 38,20% 32,60%  

Vocational 

training 7,60% 8,30% 9,00% 6,60% 
 

Bachelor 27,80% 26,20% 26,60% 29,30%  

Master's 

studies 24,60% 27,20% 18,50% 26,80% 
 

Doctoral 

studies 1,20% 1,80% 0,80% 1,20% 
 

Meet a person who offers Yes (%) 18,20% 28,20% 14,40% 15,80% 0,000 

 
 
 
 

 
Reasons for engaging in 

prostitution 

(%) 

Liking sex 5,50% 11,50% 5,50% 2,70% 0,000 

Normal job 9,10% 19,60% 7,10% 5,30% 0,000 

Economic 

need 93,80% 94,10% 90,90% 95,20% 
0,000 

Have 

relatives to 

care for 

 
58,90% 

 
59,70% 

 
44,50% 

 
66,60% 

0,000 

Victim of 

trafficking 82,60% 73,40% 84,50% 85,80% 
0,000 

Debts 

incurred in 

coming to 

Spain 

 

 
59,60% 

 

 
51,50% 

 

 
54,60% 

 

 
66,10% 

 
0,000 

Has offered sex for money Yes (%) 1,30% 2,80% 1,60% 0,40% 0,000 

Legal position of prostitution 

(%) 

Total 

prohibition 17,5%  
12,9% 

 
21,5% 

 
17,5% 

0,000 
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