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Abstract  

In this article, we characterize an independent female escort (IFE) as a sex worker who 

provides sexual services and companionship in exchange for remuneration, makes use of 

the internet for the solicitation of her clients, and solicits those clients and organizes her 

work in a largely independent manner. We draw on the typology of value-adding and 

value-extracting entrepreneurship, to argue that the activities of IFEs can be considered 

as entrepreneurial activity that has clear individual and societal benefits.  Despite 

undertaking value-adding entrepreneurial activity, IFEs, as with other sex workers, often 

face social stigma and concomitant social exclusion. We argue that such stigma is not 

warranted, and highlight the opportunities for undertaking research into the manner in 

which perceived and experienced social stigma may affect the entrepreneurial activity of 

IFEs.  

 

Key Words 

Sex, escort, independent, value-adding, value-extracting 

 

Introduction Prostitution and escorting value-adding and 

value-extracting entrepreneurship  

Sex work is the provision of ‗commercial sexual services, performances, or products 

given in exchange for material compensation‘ (Weitzer, 2000:3) and is multimodal 

encompassing a range of activities, and can be found in a range of settings. Following 

other studies, it is posited that sex work can be conceptualised and theoreized about as 

any other form of work (Brewis and Linstead, 2000; Pajnik, 2015).  
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Extant literature positions some forms of sex work such as prostitution and 

escorting as entrepreneurial activity (Heyl, 1979; Brewis and Linstead, 2000; Lucas, 

2005; Castle and Lee, 2008; Smith and Christou, 2009; Williamson and Bakers, 2009; 

Bleakley, 2014; Pajnik, 2015, Griffith et al, 2016). However, with some notable 

exceptions (see for example, Smith and Christou, 2009), these works do not appear 

within the entrepreneurial literature but instead are featured in journals concerned with 

sociological enquiry, criminology and policy. In addition, relatively little attention has 

been given to the use of the Internet as a method of advertisement, solicitation and as a 

medium for the engagement and undertaking of sex work more generally (Castle and Lee, 

2008; Pajnik, 2015; Griffiths et al, 2016). This is noteworthy, since there is a widespread 

recognition that the internet has changed the dynamics of sex industry (Bleakley, 2014; 

Pajnik, 2015; Griffith et al, 2016; Sanders, Connelly and King, 2016), with many 

activities involving online technologies (Sanders, Connelly and King, 2016). Much of 

this article is concerned with independent female escorts (IFEs), who drawing on the 

definitions offered by Koken (2012) and Griffith et al (2016), we characterise as sex 

workers who provide sexual services and companionship in exchange for remuneration, 

make use of the internet for the solicitation of their clients, and solicit those clients and 

organise their work in a largely independent manner. We echo the narrow (e.g. Grffith et 

al, 2016) and broad calls for additional research into the undertaking of sex work in and 

through the online context (Castle and Lee, 2008; Pajnik, 2015; Sanders, Connelly and 

King, 2016), and for a greater focus on forms of prostitution and escorting occurring 

away from traditional street corners (Weitzer, 2005).  

In this paper we seek to accomplish three tasks: First, we argue that sex work can 

be characterised as entrepreneurial activity. In doing so, we draw on the dichotomy of 

value-adding and value-extracting entrepreneurship (Frith and McElwee, 2009; 

McElwee, Smith and Somerville, 2011). In this section we present our principle 

conceptual contribution: a typology that enables the location of different forms of sex 

work, according to whether that work is independent or collective, and the extent to 

which it adds or extracts value from the context in which it is undertaken. Second, we 

outline that those engaged in sex work such as prostitution (Edlund and Korn, 2002; 

Sallman, 2010; Krüsi et al, 2016), and as IFEs (Koken, 2012; Sanders, Connelly and 

King, 2016) often face stigma, and concomitant social exclusion. In this discussion we 

also explore the moral basis for such stigmitastion. Finally, we highlight some 

opportunities for engaging in entrepreneurial research into various aspects of the work 

undertaken by IFEs, and apropos of the aims of this special issue, we focus our 

discussion through the lens of stigma.  

Prostitution and Escorting as Value-Adding and Value-

Extracting Entrepreneurship 

Prostitution has aphoristically been referred to as the world‘s oldest profession 

(Van Brunschot et al, 1999) and can be defined as ‗the act of rendering, from the client‘s 

point of view, nonreproductive sex against payment.‘ (Edlund and Korn, 2002:183). 

Escorting may encompass prostitution or be restricted to companionship (Koken, 2012; 

Griffith et al, 2016). Drawing these  definitions together with Anderson‘s (2000:101) 
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conceptualisation of the entrepreneurial process ‗as the creation and extraction of value 

from an environment that involves the shift in value from an existing use value to a 

higher market value‘, makes it a trivial task to categorise these activities as 

entrepreneurial. Given that such broad definitions lead to entrepreneurship becoming ‗so 

broad as to be almost undefined‘ (Anderson and Starnawska, 2008:222), we seek instead 

to make a more substantial claim: that prostitution and escorting are entrepreneurial 

activities that can be of individual and societal benefit. 

 

To this end, we draw on the dichotomy (see Fig. 1) of value-adding and extracting 

entrepreneurship (Frith and McElwee, 2009; McElwee, Smith and Somerville, 2011). 

Following, McElwee, Smith and Somerville (2011: 49-50), value-adding 

entrepreneurship is that which ‗...creates value in excess of that which accrues to the 

entrepreneurial individual and, as such, includes benefits which accrue to society more 

broadly.‘ While value-extracting entrepreneurship ‘…involves activities that enrich the 

individual but which impoverish the society within which they occur.‘  

 

[Insert Figure 1 around here] 
 

Categorising activity within this framework requires an understanding of what 

value (advantage and disadvantage) accrues and decreases to both individual(s) and 

society.  This is more than the simple task of calculating financial gains and losses.  The 

conceptualisation within this dichotomy as we have interpreted it in the writings of others 

(Frith and McElwee, 2009; McElwee, Smith and Somerville, 2011) is broad enough to 

encompass the accrual or decrease of a multitude of advantages and disadvantages. To 

determine whether value accrues or decreases there is a need to understand who is 

involved, the type and organisation of the activity undertaken, the outcomes of the 

activity, and the where and when of its taking place. In short, one needs to understand the 

context of entrepreneurial activity (Welter, 2011; Gaddefors and Anderson, 2017). 

 

The importance of context for understanding entrepreneurship has been well 

articulated elsewhere (Welter, 2011; Gaddefors and Anderson, 2017) and, as with other 

forms of entrepreneurship we contend it is of principle importance for our analysis. 

Indeed, we shall show whether a form of sex work is value-adding or extracting will 

depend a number of contextual factors, and the recursive link (Gaddefors and Anderson, 

2017) in terms of its outcomes, that entrepreneurship has on that context. In what follows, 

we present some illustrative examples of different forms of value-adding and value-

extracting sex work from the literature, drawing out the complexity of the issues, 

commenting on contextual factors throughout. 

 

Starting with street-level prostitution, two articles neatly illustrate the value-

adding and extracting nature of the work, the complex interpersonal relationships 

involved, and the recursive link with context. Smith and Christou (2009) examine street-

level pimping and prostitution in the United Kingdom, focusing principally on the city of 

Aberdeen, underpinned by findings in other British cities, namely, London, Manchester, 

Hull, Edinburgh (Leith), and Glasgow. Williamson and Baker‘s (2009) article, provides 

examples of both value-adding and value-extracting street-level prostitution. They 
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studied the working styles of 53 street-level prostitutes in the Midwest of the United 

States. Both provide evidence of pimp-controlled prostitution, which involves pimps 

using various forms of coercion to entice prostitutes into sex work, with verbal, physical 

and other sanctions being offered for non-compliance. Smith and Christou (2009:81) 

classify such pimps as ‗entrepreneurs of violence‘. Such work leads to the creation of 

value, and yet, we may usefully question who the entrepreneur is. If we take the pimp and 

prostitute as unit of analysis, that is the view that they are the entrepreneurs, then they 

together with their punters, as Smith and Christou (2009) note, are involved in the 

creation and extraction of value from their environment. Yet, we would argue that the 

focus for entrepreneurial analysis in such a relationship is placed solely on the pimp – it 

is the determination and act of coercing another into activity that creates value, making 

that the entrepreneurial act. From such a position, do we classify the activity as value-

adding or extracting? We suggest the latter, as once the prostitute becomes induced to act 

and is subjected to coercion or threat of violence then this becomes of detriment to 

society which by definition, the prostitute is a part of.   

 

Williamson and Baker (2009) shed light on two other forms of street level 

prostitution: outlaw and renegade. Outlaw prostitution is similarly value-extracting, they 

accrue financial gain while their clients suffer financial loss, they ‗exploit, and even rob 

their customers (‗tricks‘) during a sexual transaction‘ (Williamson and Baker, 2009:37).  

Renegades are explicitly referred to as independent entrepreneurs, and their activities are 

best described as value-adding. Renegades work independently or collectively in 

partnership with other girls. They are motivated by an immediate income, they feel a 

sense of empowerment, and some gain an emotional fulfilment from their working. To a 

limited extent, they also stimulate the economy by creating work, for example, it was 

revealed that in response to concerns over violence, some renegades hired others to watch 

out for them and ensure their safety. 

 

Heyl‘s (1979) seminal study of Ann, a prostitute, and later Madam of brothels further 

highlights the complex inter-relationships between various actors, and social institutions 

in the prostitution industry. Ann‘s establishment, is referred to as a teaching brothel, in 

which new prostitutes, supplied by pimps, are trained by Ann. This training includes 

instruction in sexual technique, but also in ‗hustling‘, that is the sales skills involved in 

ensuring the clients spends more than the minimum amount. Ann‘s teaching also extends 

to the passing on of the norms and values that guide behavior of prostitutes within the 

world of prostitution, including the reinforcement of coercive relationships with pimps. 

Ann‘s activity we classify as value-extracting, she is involved in the coercion of women 

into sexual acts, and although she offers softer sanctions herself, she does sometimes 

inform pimps (who may use violence) of breaches of acceptable behavior. We suggest 

that Ann‘s brothels are largely a site of value-extracting entrepreneurship given the 

actions of the police, who regularly raid the brothel. The brothel is an illegal enterprise, 

involving illegal entrepreneurship: ―…the process whereby entrepreneurs supply willing 

customers with illegal services or products or legal services or products using an illegal 

process‖. McElwee, Smith and Somerville (2011:42). If illegal activity leads to the 

intervention of social institutions (police, law courts etc) and the subsequent expenditure 

of their resources, then while it may accrue individual benefits this will be at the 
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impoverishment of limited societal. Nonetheless, as a site of entrepreneurship, not all that 

takes place there is necessarily value extracting – examples are given of independent‘ 

prostitutes, working in the brothel without coercion.  

 

This draws attention to the recursive link between entrepreneurship and its 

context (Welter, 2011) and in particular the role of formal institutions. Formal 

institutional factors such as laws and regulations provide and restrict entrepreneurial 

opportunity (Welter, 2011) and we suggest that whether sex work is value-adding or 

extracting is in part determined, as with other entrepreneurial activity, by what Baumol 

(1990) has called the rules of the game. However, it is not the formal institutions and any 

subsequent illegality per se that is at issue – but the choice to act upon that illegality with 

intervention.  

 

Moving the discussion away from street and brothel based prostitution, Lucas‘ 

(2005) study examined elite prostitutes who work off the streets in the middle to upper 

classes of the profession. Lucas undertook open-ended interviews with 30 female 

American prostitutes in the mid-1990s working on the West and East coasts of America. 

Her analysis focuses on her participants‘ views of prostitution as paid work.  She 

identified three broad approaches to work in her sample, some worked to meet a 

particular form of lifestyle, others to meet particular financial or personal commitments, 

and the third group perceived themselves as business people.  The argument that this is a 

form of value-adding entrepreneurship can be made along three lines. First, participants 

noted individual benefits, perceiving their form of work as being no worse and perhaps 

better than other forms, having a high-income potential, and providing a considerable 

degree of autonomy and flexibility. Further, it offers opportunities the development of 

what we would consider to be transferable interpersonal skills when working 

independently, noting that such women ‗find, screen, schedule, and negotiate with clients, 

collect fees, find and maintain workplaces, manage transportation and other logistics, 

decide which services to provide, and the like‘ (Lucas, 2005:520-1). Second, in addition 

to the satisfaction of clients there are benefits for those who provide workplaces, 

transportation and similar – i.e. the goods and services that support escorting. Third, 

indirect social benefits are also evident, since for some of the women in the study, their 

financial security, autonomy and flexibility allowed them to spend time doing unpaid 

work that is meaningful for them, such as engaging in voluntary work.  

 

We are confident that the preceding review establishes that prostitution and 

escorting can be classified as value-adding and value-extracting entrepreneurship; while 

demonstrating that the notion that prostitution and escorting can be easily and succinctly 

characterized in toto is flawed. Rather, a more nuanced understanding that takes account 

of the context of entrepreneurship is required. To assist others in such an endeavor we 

offer the following typology (see Figure 2) constructed along two dimensions. The first is 

the extent to which activity is value-adding or value-extracting. The second draws 

attention to the entrepreneur(s) involved, and its inclusion stems from the recognition that 

that prostitution and escorting can be a more (Heyl, 1979) or less (Smith and Christou, 

2009) organized collective activity involving multiple actors, or one that is largely 

independent (Lucas, 2005; Koken; 2012; Griffith et al, 2016). 



6 

 

 

Typologies are useful and as Bailey (1994, 33) has highlighted: ‗a well-

constructed typology … can transform the complexity of apparently eclectic congeries of 

diverse cases into well-ordered sets of a few rather homogenous types, clearly situated in 

a property space of a few important dimensions.‘  

 

[Insert Figure 2 around here] 

 

Yet, our typology would allow for no such classification of the literature en 

masse. Instead, it allows for the classification of the findings of studies, that is, the forms 

of entrepreneurship discovered. This we see as its great advantage. The typology reminds 

us that there is no simple formula for determining whether an activity is ‗value-adding‘ or 

‗value-extracting‘ and rather forces the asking of difficult and complex questions to place 

an activity within its bounds. This we have shown depends not just on the activity, but the 

context in which it is performed, and the outcomes that are generated. To accurately 

characterize activity as value-adding or value-extracting, and individual or collective, 

involves answering a set of questions including who is involved? Who is the 

entrepreneur? If individuals are not acting alone, then what are their relationships? To 

answer such questions, requires a close look at all necessary actors, thus avoiding blanket 

statements and assumptions, such as street prostitution is bad for society. Indeed, we hold 

that using the typology overcomes the tendency sometimes found in the literature to 

focus on one particular aspect context (Welter, 2011), directing attention to a range of 

important issues. 

 

We now develop the discussion of the role of context by turning to a discussion of 

stigma, focusing particularly on the experiences and activities of IFEs 

 

Stigma and social exclusion 

 

Stigma is socially bounded and often reflects prevailing norms and attitudes 

(Goffman, 1963).  We argue that stigma may reduce the extent to which sex-workers 

accrue value from their work. It is important to recognise that perceptions of sex work 

generally, and associated stigma, are always located with a socio-historical context. 

Indeed, as Benoit et al (2017: 51) note, the ‗history of prostitution policy is marked by 

deep tensions among religious leaders, politicians, health professionals, feminists, sex 

worker activists and their allies‘. Further, while the regulatory approach to sex work 

varies by geographical location, the stigmatisation of sex work is arguably influenced by 

the dominant approach, which is criminalisation and enforcement (Krüsi et al, 2016).  

However, broadly, there is evidently a persistent stigma associated with women‘s 

participation in sex work (Koken, 2010; Sallman, 2010), and this stigma is a global 

phenomenon (Scambler and Paoli, 2008).  

Social exclusion is a nebulous term (Peace, 2001) and can be conceived of as 

having multiple dimensions (Peace, 2001; Marlier and Atkinson, 2010). Marlier and 
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Atkinson (2010: 285) defines it as ‗the involuntary exclusion of individuals and groups 

from political, economic, and social processes, preventing their full participation in the 

society in which they live‘. That those who engage in prostitution and or escorting are 

likely to face stigma that prevents their full participation in some aspects of society is 

well evidenced. Studies highlight stigma amongst street-level prostitutes (Lucas, 2005; 

Sallman, 2010; Krüsi et al, 2016) and those working independently online (Koken, 2012; 

Sanders, Connelly and King, 2016) leading in some cases to experiences of social 

isolation and feelings of loneliness. Evidence concerning the stigma and social exclusion 

facing those who work independently online is limited (Koken, 2012), arguably due to 

this being a relatively new phenomenon when compared to prostitutions otherwise long 

history (Edlund and Korn, 2002). Independent online sex work may enhance experiences 

and feelings of isolation, since this work can be mediated without the need of a third 

party (Bernsetin, 2007). Moreover, within the UK, many choose to work in isolation as it 

could be considered a contravention of The Sexual Offences Act 2003 for two escorts to 

work in the same environment – further enhancing the likelihood of loneliness (Pitcher 

and Wijers, 2014). In addition, based on concerns over stigma, sex workers may not  

reveal  their occupation to those outside of their working environment (Day, 2007), and 

this is despite it not being illegal to work independently as an escort within the UK. 

Recently, Sanders, Connelly and King (2016) undertook a survey of 240 internet based 

sex workers in the UK with a view to explore their working conditions. The sample was 

comprised of mainly IFEs, and among other items, respondents were asked an open 

question about the three things they most disliked about their work. The second of these 

was stigma and poor attitudes towards sex work (the first and third being respectively, 

clients who waste their time, and experiences of violence and dangers of sex work).  

Deeper insights into experiences of stigma can be found in Koken‘s (2012) study 

of 30 IFEs based in a major US metropolitan city. The study examined perceptions and 

experience of sex work related stigma, and the strategies used by participants to manage 

the impact of this stigma on their personal lives. The study revealed number of themes 

that clearly outline the difficulties faced, which we summarise as follows. First, many 

participants discussed the fear of being labelled a prostitute, some saw their work as 

‗marking them for life‘, inhibiting their potential for relationships and careers. Therefore, 

these perceptions of stigma also acted as an additional exit barrier to leaving sex work. 

African American women in the study related stories of discrimination and prejudice at 

the hands of police officials – and being exposed to moral judgements from these actors. 

Second, participants discussed Living in the closet, with their anticipation of stigma 

leading to their hiding of sex work, increasing their social isolation and loneliness. One 

participant expressed that she wanted to share satisfying aspects of her work with 

someone but felt unable to do so. Third, some participants engaged in selective disclosure 

because of past negative experiences. This avoidance coping technique reduced the extent 

to which some participants would become intimate with all the people in their personal 

life, with participants choosing to tell some and not others. The final theme was Coming 

out as sex worker – with positive experiences being reported by a few who were open 

with others, adopting an approach coping strategy and seeking support.  Koken 

(2012:223) notes that: ―Resisting the stigma associated with sex work begins with an 

internal re-framing of the work. Reimagining the meaning of sex work away from 

deviancy is the beginning of taking pride in sex work‖.  
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With the evidence for social stigma faced by sex workers established the next 

question which arises is why does such stigma exist? The primary objection to sex work 

has been mounted through highlighting the immortality of such activity and how such 

activity harms the individual and society. However, upon closer scrutiny we argue that 

the moral arguments against sex work stem from a disregard to both contexts in which 

sex work take place and the evolution of moral values in society.  

The moral argument  

When considering moral values, the primary debate in literature (Gilbert, 1975; 

Levy, 2014; Shaw and Barry, 2015; West, 2016) pertains to whether morality is objective 

(remains the same regardless of the individual/society) or relative (changes depending on 

individual/society). Traditionally moral values were envisaged to be primarily objective 

(moral realism) and were derived from religious doctrine (Lambek, 2012; Wainwright, 

2017). However, when analyzed carefully the evidence suggests that moral values based 

on religious doctrine do not provide a satisfactory basis for societal morality both 

ontologically and epistemologically (Cohen, 1993; Graham et al., 2016). However, 

modern notions of moral realism stem from belief in a few axiomatic moral principles 

which are considered to be the basis of all other morals. In contrast, modern moral 

relativists argue that all moral values are largely dependent on factors such as time, place 

of birth, geography, and upbringing (Bauman, 1995; Anderson, 2014; Horn, 2017). 

Therefore, the relativists claim that all moral values are relative and pluralistic (Sachs, 

2017). However, regardless of whether one is a relativist or a realist in this regard, there 

is considerable agreement among scholars that modern moral values are discovered 

(realist view) or developed (relativist view) through societal consensus, are iterative and 

tend to change over time (Netter, 2017; Harman, 2015; Velleman, 2015).   

 

In moving this thread forward, Sam Harris, (Harris, 2011; Craig and Harris, 

2011), Sean Carroll (Carroll 2010; Carroll, 2017) and Richard Dawkins (Dawkins, 2007; 

Dawkins, 2016) therefore call for morality (realist or relativist) to be qualified primarily 

by scientific empiricism, where our moral values should be based on scientific inquiry, 

testability and a sense of pragmatic utilitarianism. Under such definitions, the primary 

measure whether an activity is moral or immoral boils down to the notions of wellbeing 

(Killen and Smetana, 2005; Harris 2011). 

 

Thus, activities which increase both individual and societal wellbeing at large are 

deemed moral while activities which reduce either individual or societal wellbeing are 

considered immoral (Suikkanen, 2014; Mogilner et al., 2018). The extant literature on 

wellbeing posits that elements such as psychological wellbeing, meaningful work, 

personal choice, accomplishments, relationships, and societal wellbeing should be 

considered when determining the overall wellbeing of an individual or a society (Ryff 

and Keyes, 1995; Seligman, 2004; Naci and Loannidis, 2015).  

 

Personal Wellbeing 
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Whether one takes a realist or a relativist approach to modern morality, the work 

of IFEs as defined in this paper does not directly violate any of the notions of well-being 

discussed above. Emerging research shows that sex work can be meaningful, provide a 

sense of accomplishment, reinforce personal choice and can be enjoyable within certain 

contexts in line with modern day notions of wellbeing (Stryker, 2012; Hondro, 2013; 

Corvid, 2015; Gander, 2016). However, on the other hand when considering personal 

wellbeing, there are well documented cases of both physical and psychosocial risks of sex 

work (Rekart, 2005). However, these risks vary in degree and volume depending on the 

type of sex work (Weitzer, 2006; Sullivan, 2010). For example, an IFE who solicits 

clients purely through the internet, may have relatively less exposure to sexually 

transmitted diseases in their job environment compared to someone working on the 

streets. Therefore, we argue that broadly categorizing sex work runs the risk of over 

exaggerating the risks of some types of sex work while underestimating the risks in 

others. Furthermore, it should be noted that work-related risk is inherent in all forms of 

work (Salin, 2015; Harvey et al., 2017) and is not unique to sex work. Some professions 

are generally riskier than others (Maslach, 1998; Boles et al., 2004) Therefore, when 

compared to the spectrum of professions available to a modern individual, sex work 

remains a viable option (Savitz and Rosen, 1988; Sawyer et al., 2001; Bucardo et al., 

2004;  Lucas, 2005; Weitzer, 2006; Sullivan, 2010; Abel and Fitzgerald, 2012;). 

Furthermore, with regard to personal wellbeing, the notion of individual choice should be 

considered. In all modern theories of morality personal choice is considered an important 

factor for maximizing wellbeing. Thus, we posit that an individual who freely chooses to 

engage in sex work should not be stigmatised on the basis of their chosen profession. 

 

Societal Wellbeing  
 

When measuring societal well-being, the degree of one‘s activity and its 

alignment with society is a crucial element to be considered. Most arguments against 

IFEs are mounted through this dimension where it is posited that sex work does not align 

with current societal notions of wellbeing. Thus, some argue that this could be constituted 

as value extraction and should be discouraged (Weitzer, 2005; Lucas, 2005; Weitzer, 

2006). However, we contest that such non-alignment with current majority societal 

beliefs should not be grounds to curtail IFEs activity; instead it ought to prompt debate as 

why such beliefs have taken root in society, and if such beliefs are warranted especially 

given that such beliefs are the primary cause of the stigma faced by sex workers.  

 

It is indeed true that IFEs activity may not be the most efficient or effective 

method of maximizing wellbeing in general. However, we contest that this is not 

sufficient grounds to stigmatise the actors involved. For example, as a society, in general, 

we do not stigmatise blue-collar workers for not being white collar workers. While it may 

be true that white-collar workers earn more, have less risky jobs, and have an overall 

better living standard, as a society we do not consider this alone should be grounds to 

stigmatise blue collar workers. Such stigmatisation would be akin to ridiculing a coal 

miner for not being a physicist. The same argument applies to IFEs. While IFEs activity 

may not be the best way of maximizing wellbeing, they ought to be free of stigma and 

ridicule as any other profession (Sullivan, 2010; Abel and Fitzgerald, 2012). While we 
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may actively encourage people to find progressively better professions we should not 

stigmatise them just on the basis of their profession when their work does not directly 

hinder the wellbeing of the actors concerned.  

 

Interestingly, the stigma associated with sex work may reduce the benefits that 

accrue for society by promoting informal entrepreneurship. Informal entrepreneurship 

can be conceptualized as legal entrepreneurial activity that only deviates from accepted 

rules on the basis that it is undeclared, occurring off the books (Williams and Nadin, 

2010). We note that income being undeclared, does not necessitate value-extraction in 

our typology, but does limit the extent to which value accrues to society. However, it 

should be noted that not all actors engaged in sex work necessarily face stigma (Lucas, 

2005; Koken, 2012). 

 

Since engagement in sex work can be concealed (Koken, 2012; Sanders, Connelly 

and King, 2016) associated stigma need not bar active and non-stigmatised participation 

in other areas of social life. Indeed, Lucas‘ (2005) notes the myriad social involvements 

of a number of women working as what she terms high class escorts – supported by the 

financial security, autonomy and flexibility of their work. Thus, such activity might be a 

route to social inclusion. We now outline potential avenues of enquiry in relation to 

stigma and independent female escorting. 

IFEs and stigma: A review of research possibilities 

IFEs may be of particular interest to researchers for a number of reasons: First, relatively 

little attention has been given to the use of the internet as a method of advertisement, 

solicitation, and as medium of engagement with and undertaking of sex work more 

generally (Castle and Lee, 2008; Pajnik, 2015; Griffiths et al, 2016). Second, IFEs are 

more likely to be engaged in value-adding rather than value-extracting entrepreneurship 

since they are not coerced, being by definition, agentic individuals voluntarily engaging 

in their work. Thus researchers may be able to achieve positive societal impact by 

determining how such activity can be enhanced. Third, there is a range of practice to 

explore. As described in previous sections the IFE is responsible for the majority of the 

organization of her work and has to master, and make use of a variety of business related 

skills. Fourth, there is little detailed examination of the stigma faced by IFEs (Koken, 

2012), and therefore, its impact on entrepreneurial activity. In line with the aims of this 

special issue, we consider opportunities for investigating choices made with respect to 

entering in to, engaging in, and exiting work as an IFE. 

 

While others have explored motivations and factors leading to engagement in 

prostitution and escorting (Heyl, 1979; Lucas, 2005; Williamson and Baker, 2009), there 

is scope for determining the motivation for engaging in independent activity online, as 

opposed to joining organised sex work more generally (for example through an agency or 

brothel). The relative importance of different factors might be considered, such as the 

desire to run one‘s own business, have greater control over one‘s activity (Lucas, 2005; 

Willamson and Blake, 2009), the safety of pre-screening clients, or the potential for 

avoiding stigma through concealing activity (Koken, 2012) from others. Concealing is 
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easier online, for example, in the advertisement of services since the provision of pictures 

that allow for identification may be withheld. While these are a common feature of online 

profiles (Castle and Lee, 2008; Pajnik, 2014), it is currently unclear whether pictures that 

allow identification necessarily increase custom, and this could be determined. It could 

also be explored whether concerns over expected stigma might also reduce willingness to 

diversify into other forms of online sex work. Thus, those wishing to conceal their 

activity as an independent escort may not wish to engage in (for example) the ‗camgirl‘ 

industry. As described by Bleakley (2014), this is an interactive form of online sex work, 

in which sexual performances are offered to clients via the internet, and those watching 

can interact and sometimes direct the activity of the performer.  Distinguishing between 

those who enter sex work as an IFE, and those who have previously engaged in other 

forms of sex work will be important. A study by Sanders, Connelly and King‘s (2016) 

revealed that the majority of IFEs in their sample had been involved in other aspects of 

sex work, and tended to engage in different forms of sex work. Thus, we might ask 

whether perceptions and experiences of stigma in other forms of sex work motivate 

individuals toward working as IFEs to enhance concealment. Conversely, it could be 

questioned whether having embarked upon work as an IFE, there is a reduction in 

perceived expectation of stigma, leading to engagement is less concealed forms of sex 

work.  

The extant literature demonstrates different perceptions of identity amongst those 

involved in prostitution and escorting (Heyl, 1979; Lucas, 2005; Williamson and Baker, 

2009) and the role of personal identity as factor for engaging in sex work of this kind 

might be explored. For example, if one has already attained a deviant identity such that 

one perceives oneself to be outside of usual society (Becker, 1963) does this reduce 

barriers to entry into this form of work? That is to say, does the person who sees 

themselves as deviant fear associated stigma less? The nexus between identity (say as a 

businesswoman/call girl/prostitute), regulatory factors, and expectations and actuality of 

stigma may also be worth investigating. For example, does the perception of one-self as a 

businesswoman increase willingness to be ‗out‘ as an IFE where regulatory conditions 

permit? Evidence from Canada suggests that despite normalisation of escorting through 

licensing, there was still evidence of stigma from various sources (Maticka-Tyndale, 

Lewis and Street, 2005).Under such circumstances, a consideration of whether perceived 

stigma results in engagement in informal as opposed to formal entrepreneurship would 

also be worthwhile. Following from this, it is also worth investigating whether those who 

are ‗out‘ tend to perform better economically than those who choose to conceal their 

work. 

While stigma and concomitant social exclusion can be directed at IFEs, stigma is 

also associative. Thus, the escort herself is not the only viable unit of analysis, when 

considering entry into such work and the choices made thereafter. Indeed, as Welter 

(2011) has noted, the household and family context is often not explicit in entrepreneurial 

research, and exploring perceptions of sex work amongst the friends, family, and 

significant others in the escort‘s social environs may prove fruitful. For example, it might 

be asked whether neutral and encouraging attitudes lead to greater entrepreneurial 

success or less. It could be posited that since stigma is a prevailing concern (Koken, 
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2012; Sanders, Connelly and King, 2016) its absence provides time and energy for 

dealing with business matters.  

Researchers may also wish to determine how IFEs learn to undertake the various 

business related activities involved in their work.  It is recognised that entrepreneurs learn 

in multiple ways, including learning from their own experiences and learning from others 

(Cope, 2005). If, as suggested in the previous discussion, IFEs typically work alone, and 

do not discuss their activities, then it is worth considering what their dominant forms of 

entrepreneurial learning are. Of course, since IFEs may adopt covering strategies when 

engaging in other areas of social life (Koken, 2012), it is likely that some will engage 

widely with education and training establishments, participate in networking events, and 

similar. Similarly, research that undercovers the motivation to engage in business related 

training, the extent of such activity, and the types of business related knowledge most 

necessary to succeed as an IFE, would be of value to training and educational providers.  

Finally, while there is a long history to prostitution (Edlund and Korn, 2002) – the 

advent of solicitation on the internet is a relatively new phenomenon (Castle and Lee, 

2008). Thus, there is the possibility of undertaking longitudinal research to determine 

how what are often very public advertisements (Castle and Lee, 2008; Pajnik, 2015; 

Griffith et al, 2016) impact on the economic prospects and lives of those who are ‗out‘ as 

independent escorts in the future. Certainly, there is a perception amongst some IFEs that 

they are tainted by their involvement in sex work, reducing their career prospects (Koken, 

2012). However, since the work provides transferable skills (Lucas, 2005) it may be 

valuable for those seeking an exit from escorting if there was a wider understanding of 

how prospective employers perceive their work and resulting skillset. In addition, the 

question of propensity for engaging in future entrepreneurial activity could be considered 

– to what extent do failed and successful experiences of this form of entrepreneurship 

lead to the willingness to engage in other entrepreneurial activity within or without of sex 

work? 

Limitations to this discussion  

We have avoided a number of pertinent issues in this piece. First, we have largely 

ignored a discussion of feminist perspectives on prostitution. We have adopted the 

position that sex work can be theoreized and conceptualised as any other work (Brewis 

and Linstead, 2000; Pajnik, 2015), and argued that it can also be entrepreneurial in 

nature. Wider considerations of ideology, we believe to be outside of the scope of this 

work. Second, this piece has been focused on female sex workers, and readers may 

question why male sex workers have been absent from this work. We note that a good 

deal of the extant literature that explores aspects of sex work in the online context 

typically reveals larger samples of female sex workers (Castle and Lee, 2008; Sanders, 

Connelly and King, 2016), and thus the majority of online sex workers may be female. 

Nonetheless, it is recognised that there are often differences between the working 

practices, perceptions and experiences of male and female sex workers (see for example, 

Ellison and Weitzer‘s 2016 examination of the differences between male and female 
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street-based prostitutes in Manchester, UK), and we expect that explorations of male sex 

workers‘ entrepreneurial activity in the online context will be as fruitful.  

Conclusion  

In this article, we have presented a typology for characterizing sex work that draws 

attention to the complex nature of this form of work, and the close attention that must be 

made to context in determining the nature of the activity and its outcomes. We have 

sought to demonstrate that the work undertaken by some IFEs, and other sex workers, can 

be classified as a value-adding activity, having individual and societal benefit. Through 

the discussion of stigma, we have presented the case that IFE entrepreneurial activity 

should be freed from societal stimgatisation. While we do not actively encourage IFE 

activity in this paper, we do posit that that such choices ought not to be devalued on the 

basis of entrepreneurial value-extraction both in monetary and moral terms. Where they 

exist, we intend this work to challenge the perceptions which lead to the stigmatisation of 

sex workers. It is our express hope that this article creates controversy, comment and 

discussion – and leads to the advancement of entrepreneurial research in this area. 
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