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There is burgeoning research on intimate partner violence (IPV) experiences among women globally.
However, there is a dearth of research on IPV experiences among marginalized populations in Western
countries. Over the past decade, IPV research has shifted from a focus only on physical and sexual
violence to include coercive control experiences. These include a continuum of nonviolent behaviors
centered on maintaining dominance over one’s partner. However, the empirical literature on examining
coercive control among women in prostitution within non-commercial intimate partners is lacking. In this
study, we analyzed interviews with 17 women exiting prostitution and examined reported IPV sexual,
physical, and coercive control experiences perpetrated by intimate partners. Our findings revealed that
participants experienced extensive physical and sexual IPV as well as physical and non-physical coercive
control within non-commercial partner relationships. Coercive control was the most frequent type of
abuse reported. All nine investigated coercive control tactics were represented within participants’
descriptions. Of these, exploitation (36%), intimidation (16.3%), degradation (12.5%), and deception
(10.0%) were the most commonly identified. Understanding and assessing violent actions and control
dynamics within non-commercial intimate partner relationships among women exiting prostitution have
important implications for various stakeholders within the criminal justice system.
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ABSTRACT
There is burgeoning research on intimate partner violence (IPV) experiences among women
globally. However, there is a dearth of research on IPV experiences among marginalized
populations in Western countries. Over the past decade, IPV research has shifted from a focus
only on physical and sexual violence to include coercive control experiences. These include a
continuum of nonviolent behaviors centered on maintaining dominance over one’s partner.
However, the empirical literature on examining coercive control among women in prostitution
within non-commercial intimate partners is lacking. In this study, we analyzed interviews with
17 women exiting prostitution and examined reported IPV sexual, physical, and coercive
control experiences perpetrated by intimate partners. Our findings revealed that participants
experienced extensive physical and sexual IPV as well as physical and non-physical coercive
control within non-commercial partner relationships. Coercive control was the most frequent
type of abuse reported. All nine investigated coercive control tactics were represented within
participants’ descriptions. Of these, exploitation (36%), intimidation (16.3%), degradation
(12.5%), and deception (10.0%) were the most commonly identified. Understanding and
assessing violent actions and control dynamics within non-commercial intimate partner
relationships among women exiting prostitution have important implications for various
stakeholders within the criminal justice system.
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P

ERVASIVE AND PERNICIOUS VIOLENCE AGAINST PROSTITUTED WOMEN is well docu-

mented (Farley et al., 2005; Hodges & Burch, 2019; Raphael et al., 2010). There is
also a growing body of literature in developing countries on intimate partner violence
(IPV) sexual and physical violence experienced by women in prostitution in non-commercial intimate partnerships (Argento et al., 2014; Muldoon et al., 2015; Ulibarri et
al., 2010). However, there remains an absence of literature on IPV sexual and physical
violence within non-commercial intimate partner relationships among women exiting prostitution in higher-income Western countries (Argento et al., 2014). IPV is defined as “behaviour by an intimate partner or ex-partner that causes physical, sexual,
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or psychological harm, including physical aggression, sexual coercion, psychological
abuse, and controlling behaviours” (World Health Organization, 2017).
Over the past decade, a paradigm shift in the IPV literature has resulted in moving
away from viewing IPV as discrete physical and sexual violence incidents towards a
more comprehensive understanding based on coercive control (Hardesty et al., 2015;
Tyson, 2020). While there is much debate in the IPV literature regarding the relationship between “violence” and “coercion” (Walby & Towers, 2018), Stark and Hester
(2019) posited that coercive control includes a continuum of physical and non-physical patterns of controlling behavior centered on maintaining dominance over one’s
partner. These authors further highlighted a critical gap in the literature concerning
the examination of coercive control in marginalized populations, such as women in
prostitution, who are currently or formerly in intimate partner relationships. Understanding the role of coercive control within non-commercial intimate partnerships
among women in prostitution is complicated as the role of partners frequently shifts
in nature (Benoit et al., 2013; Fielding-Miller & Dunkle, 2017; Mittal et al., 2018). For
example, among women in prostitution, some intimate partners reflect more traditional “boyfriend” relationship statuses while other intimate partners transition to
engage in “pimp behaviors” (Shannon et al., 2008, p. 914). Thus, intimate partner relationships among women in prostitution are frequently marked by fluidity in roles
and the blurring of boundaries including pimping behaviors. To fill the literature gap,
this paper presents results designed to strengthen the knowledge base concerning
IPV sexual, physical, and coercive control experiences among women currently or previously in intimate partner relationships who are enrolled in an alternative prostitution problem-solving court program. Implications for practice, policy, and legal reform are included.

Sexual and Physical Intimate Partner Violence Experiences among Women in
Prostitution
Intimate partner violence (IPV) against women in prostitution who are in noncommercial intimate partnerships in developing countries is a significant public
health issue (Argento et al., 2014; Muldoon et al., 2015; Ulibarri et al., 2010). IPV experiences within non-commercial intimate partnered relationships increase the risk
of entry into prostitution (Urada et al., 2013). Women in prostitution who are in noncommercial intimate partnerships are disproportionately affected by IPV compared
to women who are not engaged in prostitution. For example, in Mongolia, women who
exchanged sex for money or other goods were more likely to experience physical violence (38% to 52%) and sexual violence (12% to16%) from an intimate partner versus women that did not exchange sex for money or other goods (Carlson et al., 2012).
In another study of 5519 women attending a sexual health center in Sydney, Australia,
5.7% of the participants reported a recent physical IPV (Lockart et al., 2011). Moreover, the women reporting recent physical IPV in this study were more likely to be engaged in current sex work.
Argento et al. (2014) examined the experiences of 387 women in prostitution in
Metro Vancouver, Canada, who had male, intimate sexual partners. They found that
one-fifth (21.5%) reported moderate or severe physical and/or sexual IPV within the
previous six months, and 26.2 % reported these experiences at a two-year follow-up.
In another study of 300 women in prostitution in Tijuana and Ciudad Juarez with
spouses or steady partners, 35% had experienced IPV during the previous six months
(Ulibarri et al., 2010). In a study conducted with 401 women attending rural and urban clinics in Swaziland, 40% of the women reported experiencing some type of IPV
https://digitalcommons.uri.edu/dignity/vol5/iss3/8
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over the previous 12 months (Fielding-Miller & Dunkle, 2017). And 49 women involved in street-based prostitution in India reported an array of physical and sexual
violence by their non-paying intimate partners (Panchanadeswaran et al., 2008).
Within the US, a study of 113 women engaged in outdoor prostitution in New York
City indicated that 73% of the women with intimate partners experienced physical or
sexual violence from their intimate partners (El-Bassel et al., 2001).
Thus, the empirical literature indicates that sexual and physical IPV violence is
pervasive among prostituted women in intimate partner relationships, particularly in
developing countries. However, despite the high burden of evidence of sexual and
physical IPV violence among this population in the extant literature, it is unclear the
extent of coercive control experienced by women in prostitution perpetrated by nonpaying intimate partner relationships.

Coercive Control Experiences in Intimate Partner Violence
According to the research on IPV in the general population of women, one key to
understanding IPV is the pattern of coercive control and its contribution to initiating
and maintaining violence (Hamberger et al., 2017). Stark (2013) describes coercive
control as involving the regulation and domination of a partner’s daily behavior and
the restriction of freedom. The spectrum of controlling behaviors include exploitation
(i.e., manipulation of resources), intimidation (i.e., maintaining secrecy by instilling
fear), enticement (i.e., persuading using psychological manipulation), isolation (i.e.,
prevent from obtaining social support/help), microregulation (i.e., monitoring coming and going/insisting on check-ins), surveillance (i.e., partner stalking), degradation (i.e., denying self-respect/marking ownership), and deception (i.e., large/more
subtle mistruths/gaslighting). Other researchers included threats of abandonment as
a specific category of coercive control (Anitha et al., 2018; Hamberger et al., 2017).
Coercive control increases women’s vulnerability to significant harm and fatal injuries due to the frequently diminishing capacity to resist or escape the abuse. Stark
and Hester (2019) explained that the utilization of a coercive control tactics lens versus an exclusive focus on the number of assaultive behaviors meted out is vital to gain
a more comprehensive understanding of IPV. Understanding coercive control includes
attention to the underlying behaviors and context that sets the stage for increasing
demonstrations of dominance and escalating assaults (Stark & Hester, 2019). However, sometimes recognizing coercive controlling behaviors within the context of intimate partner relationships is complicated as controlling behaviors are frequently infused with expressions of affection and intimacy, preventing victims from realizing
the coercive nature of their partners’ actions (Stark, 2013). For example, maneuvers
used to isolate victims from supportive family members or friends may be interpreted
as gestures of love and concern instead of jealousy and the demand for exclusive attention (Bishop & Bettinson, 2018). Also, the challenge of identifying and measuring
coercive control may be due, in part to the variable patterns of control used by perpetrators depending on the relationship patterns, setting, and victim (Stark, 2013).
However, not only are coercive controlling behaviors frequently difficult to detect, the
failure to comply with controlling gestures may be an incipient to IPV (Crossman et
al., 2016).

Experiences of Coercive Control in Women Exiting Prostitution
Within the empirical IPV literature regarding women in prostitution who are in
non-commercial intimate partner relationships, there are a few studies that have
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examined aspects of coercive controlling behavior. When coercive controlling behaviors are reported, often, the exact nature of coercive behaviors is not specified. For
example, Muldoon et al. (2015) indicated that among 510 sex workers in Vancouver,
Canada, 50.4% reported having a non-commercial intimate partner. Over the previous
six months, 32.7% of them reported physical, sexual, and emotional IPV. In another
study using in-depth interviews with 49 street-based female sex workers in India revealed that women who reported being in an intimate partner relationship currently
or over the past year experienced a variety of “severe” physical and sexual violence by
their non-paying intimate partners and “emotional” and “verbal” violence (Panchanadeswaran et al., 2008, p. 5). However, it was unclear what “emotional violence” included.
In contrast, some women in prostitution who have non-commercial intimate partners report the occurrence of certain aspects of coercive control. For example, a study
of 300 women in prostitution in Mexico who reported experiencing IPV by their noncommercial intimate partners found that 35% of the women scored lower on sexual
relationship power versus women who had not experienced IPV (Ulibarri et al.,
2010). In a study with 46 prostituted women in Canada, the majority of the women
reported controlling behaviors by their intimate partners such as controlling their
money made, use of drugs, and work conditions (Shannon et al., 2008). Further,
among women in prostitution in Swaziland, 40% of 401 women attending rural and
urban clinics reported some type of IPV by their intimate partner over the previous
12 months. One in four women indicated that their partner had “insulted, intimidated,
or threatened” them more than one time (Fielding-Miller & Dunkle, 2017, p. 288).
While the studies on emotional abuse and controlling behaviors in the literature
concerning prostituted women in intimate partnered relationships provide some information regarding coercive control, there is some labeling confusion. Crossman et
al. (2016, p. 457) argued that the coercive control empirical literature includes “definitional and measurement dilemmas, with similar behaviors overlapping with a myriad of different constructs, including emotional abuse, psychological abuse, psychological maltreatment, emotional blackmail, psychological aggression, coercion, and
verbal abuse.” Several researchers have further argued that while a coercive control
framework concerning IPV in the general population of women has directed research,
policy development, and clinical practice for several decades, there is significant inconsistency in the empirical literature regarding approaches to defining and assessing
coercive control (Barlow et al., 2019; Crossman et al., 2016; Hardesty et al., 2015;
Walby & Towers, 2018). Thus, while controlling constructs identified in some studies
may be similar, clarity and consistent coercive control conceptualization distinct from
other forms of abuse is needed.
To add to the complexity concerning the recognition and assessment of coercive
controlling behavior within intimate partner relationships among women in prostitution, some women explained that their partners “transitioned” in their roles to that
of “glorified pimps” concerning controlling and monitoring behaviors (Shannon et al.,
2008, p. 914). In a study of 100 women in prostitution in Chicago who indicated that
they currently had a pimp, 64 women perceived their current pimp relationship as a
boyfriend (Raphael et al., 2010). Yet, another study reported that current partners
were often previously the clients of women in prostitution who then took on pimp
roles (Karandikar & Próspero, 2010). This study’s findings also revealed that when
these intimate partners eventually engaged in increasing pimp behaviors, they became physically, sexually, and emotionally violent and economically exploitive. Thus,
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it appears that the boundaries between intimate partner and pimp roles may be
blurred, and the overlapping methods of coercion within some relationships necessitate clarification concerning coercive control patterns (Thaller & Cimino, 2017).
Based on this research, elements of coercive control are a critical component of
IPV among women in prostitution who are in non-commercial relationships, much in
the same way that coercive control is an underlying dynamic of IPV physical and sexual violence in the general population of women. However, studies examining similar
coercive control tactics experienced by women in prostitution in intimate partnered
relationships that have also been found in the general population of women are absent (see Stark, 2013). Given the UN’s call to comprehend all forms of violence to
women to inform policies and interventions (UN, 2014), understanding the coercive
control experiences among prostituted women in intimate partner relationships is vital. This would allow for a more informed model of the role of coercive control, as well
as bear clinical implications.
The purpose of the present study was twofold: to document the extent of experiences of IPV in the forms of sexual and physical violence and coercive control within
current or former intimate partner relationships among women exiting prostitution
and to systematically analyze the extent and types of coercive control tactics reported
by participants using Stark’s (2013) descriptions of coercive control.

METHODS
Participants
The participants included seventeen individuals who were enrolled in a prostitution problem-solving court in the Midwest. All of the participants identified as female,
with ages ranging from 24 to 46. Length of time participating in the program ranged
from several weeks (15.4%), months (61.5%), and years (23.1%).

Procedure
Participants were part of a previous study that involved individuals enrolled in a
pre-sentencing and prostitution problem-solving court in the Midwest. Participants
were recruited between March 2016 and January 2017 by the alternative court program coordinator and/or judge. The court coordinator answered any questions about
the study. Participants were informed of the study's voluntary nature; specifically that
participation in the study did not affect their court programming participation or adjudication of charges. Informed consent was then obtained from the participants. During the initial recruitment, approximately one-third of the participants completed
their surveys, and additional participants were recruited over several months.
The specialty court coordinator recruited participants. The problem-solving court
coordinator and associated therapists considered therapeutic readiness before approaching participants regarding participation. Prospective participants were then
emailed regarding the study’s purposes. Participants who agreed to participate completed informed consents, demographics, life maps, and individual life narrative interviews.
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Measures
Life Maps
The principal investigators developed the life map, adapting it from the life graph
developed by Shmotkin (2005). In the life map, participants identified points that
were better or worse concerning other events in their life (coined “turning points” by
Shmotkin [2005]). These events were pictorially represented them on a graph with
an x-axis representing good vs. bad points in their lives and the y-axis representing
time. They were also asked to mark the following on their maps: 1) Developmental
stages are represented by the different points on the timeline; 2) A description of the
events that were marked as high and low points; 3) The point at which they entered
into prostitution; and 4) The point at which they began exiting prostitution.
Interviews
The interviews asked about the participant’s life map and were based on Cox et
al.’s (2013) and McAdam’s (1995) life story interviews. The interviews explored involvement in prostitution, including terminology for prostitution, current views of
prostitution, exiting from prostitution, and views concerning identity and spirituality/religious beliefs. The interviews took approximately two hours and were conducted by three licensed clinicians. The interviews were recorded and transcribed
verbatim by a professional transcription service whose transcribers had been trained
to protect human research participants. All of the files were deidentified and given a
pseudonym to protect the participants. Previous research has used the life map in
conjunction with the life narrative interview (Shmotkin, 2005). However, this research expanded on Cox et al.’s (2013) version that examined the experiences of Nicaraguan sex workers.
Coding Process
Three raters coded the interviews. Two raters scored all of the interviews, and the
third rater scored 58% of the interviews. Because the project’s focus was investigating
types of IPV and coercive control discussed in the interviews, we utilized a thematic
analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006). During the preparation phase, a coding
scheme was developed a priori which involved looking for instances of sexual and
physical violence and coercive control during the interviews. The unit of analysis was
defined as an event. An event could be a single sentence or multiple sentences that
discussed one instance of violence; however, a single event could include multiple elements of IPV, and each instance of coercive control could include multiple coercive
control tactics. Each expression of IPV and each coercive control tactic was coded separately. Therefore, the interviews were scored based on the occurrence of each type
of violence code.
In this analysis, we used an unconstrained matrix. Before coding the data, the
raters agreed on specific coding categories: IPV types (physical, sexual, coercive control), the coercive control subtype, the perpetrator, and the age when the event happened (minor or adult). We recognized that additional categories may need to be included when coding because we used an unconstrained matrix. Specifically, for the
coercive control tactics, the raters used the range of coercive behaviors discussed by
Stark (2013). However, a code for abandonment/threats of abandonment was added
based on other empirical literature (Anitha et al., 2018; Hamberger et al., 2017).
The coding process was done in three iterations. The first iteration involved the
three raters reading and coding three of the interviews. All three raters then met to
discuss the codes, the coding process, and any additional codes that needed to be
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added. Interrater reliability was not calculated on the coding of these three interviews
because further discussion about necessary codes as needed. During round two, two
of the raters coded and discussed five of the interviews. During the final round, all
three raters coded and discussed seven of the interviews. For the final round of rating,
there was a high degree of similarity in the total number of codes for each participant
(r = .93). Any differences in coding were resolved by discussion.
Coding Categories
Type of Violence
Sexual Violence (any unwanted sexual experience including rape, sexual assault,
and oral sex), physical violence (any non-sexual physical harm including but not limited to being hit/punched by a person or a person using an object to inflict harm (e.g.,
a gun), and coercive control (See Table 1 for a full list of codes).
Type of Perpetrator.
Intimate partner, “baby daddy” (individuals with whom the participant had continuing frequently cohabitating relationships), and sugar daddy (individual engaged
in a longer-term relationship who provides an allowance for sex and companionship;
see Table 1).
Table 1 Type of Abuse, Perpetrator, and Type of Coercive Control Reported
Category

Code

Type of Abuse

Sexual
Physical
Coercion
Unspecified Violence

Perpetrator

Coercive Control Tactic

Number of
Reported
Events
9
16
79
3

Percent of Codes
within Abuse Category
8.0%
14.3%
70.5%
2.7%

Number (Percent) of
Participants Reporting Event/Perpetrator
7 (41.1%)
12 (70.6%)
16 (94.1%)
3 (17.6%)

Intimate Partner/Baby
Daddy
Pimp
Sugar Daddy
Unspecified

30

26.8%

10 (58.8%)

54
27
1

48.2%
.9%
24.1%

12 (70.6%)
1 (5.8%)
11 (61.1%)

Exploitation

29

36.3%

17 (100%)

Intimidation
Isolation
Microregulation
Surveillance
Degradation
Deception
Enticement
Abandonment

13
5
3
4
10
8
4
4

16.3%
6.3%
3.8%
5.0%
12.5%
10.0%
5.0%
5.0%

10 (58.8%)
5 (29.4%)
2 (11.8%)
8 (47.1%)
8 (47.1%)
8 (47.1%)
4 (47.1%)
3 (17.6%)

*Note. Although perpetrators were coded under separate categories, each of the perpetrators were described as an intimate partner at some point in the interview. The codes represent the label used to describe the perpetrator at that specific point in the interview.
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Coercive Control Tactics.
Using Stark’s (2013) definition of coercive control, we categorized coercive control tactics as exploitation, intimidation, isolation, microregulation, surveillance, degradation, deception, enticement, and abandonment/threats of abandonment. A single
event could have been assigned multiple codes. For example, an event in which someone was prostituted and then forced to give her pimp the money was coded as exploitation and intimidation.

RESULTS
Quantitative Analysis
The interviews were coded by the type of IPV reported, and a single event may
have had more than one violence code attached to it. Therefore, the unit of analysis is
the code, not the participant. We analyzed the number of coded events for each participant of each type of IPV category, the number of each type of perpetrator, and the
number of each type of coercive control reported. While these data are descriptive,
they are important in understanding the co-occurrence and overlapping nature of IPV
in this population.
Participants
The number of coded events varied significantly by the participant, ranging from
two codes of IPV events for one participant to 17 different codes for a single participant. There was a large amount of variability in the number of events reported and
the complexity of the events reported.
Types of IPV
The highest reported type of IPV was coercive control, with 75 different codes
(some referring to a single event) accounting for 70.5% of the coded IPV events (see
Table 1 for descriptive statistics).
Perpetrator
For each coded instance of violence and physical and non-physical coercive control, there was one code for the perpetrator that was analyzed. Since multiple participants explained that their intimate partners transitioned to different roles during the
interview, the quantitative analysis used the code for the primary role the perpetrator
filled at that point that the event occurred. Of the total number of reported perpetrators, the most commonly reported perpetrators were pimps (48.2% of the time, n =
54). Intimate partners were also common perpetrators (26.8% of the time, n = 30).
Although perpetrators were coded under separate categories (e.g., pimps, sugar daddies), all of the perpetrators were described as an intimate partner at some point during the interview.
Coercive Control Tactics
Within the coercive control code, each instance of coercion was coded. The most
commonly coded type of coercion was exploitation, accounting for 36.3% of the codes
(n=29), and intimidation (16.3% of the codes, n = 13) (See Table 1 for all of the
codes).
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Qualitative Analyses
Interview responses were examined to understand the types and perpetrators of
physical and sexual violence and coercive control tactics reported above. Overall,
types of violence were reported as experienced in combination and appeared to cooccur at very high rates. Therefore, although presented as distinct constructs within
the results of the thematic analysis, there were high degrees of co-occurrence in these
constructs. Additionally, many of the participants did not appear to recognize the
overlapping nature of the relationship at the time it occurred, or even at the time of
the interview. Frequently participants used drug dealer, boyfriend, and pimp designations interchangeably throughout the same interview. For example, one woman noted,
“I did meet John Smith (pseudonym) because at first, he was my sugar daddy….I ended
up getting feelings for him…we did move in with each other.” Throughout her interview, she referred to him as her sugar daddy or her boyfriend. To maintain the integrity of the quotes, we used the label the participant used at the time of the interview.

Examples of Violence
Physical Violence
The majority of participants (n = 11; 65% of participants) discussed the physical
violence that they experienced as adults during their interviews. Many of the participants reported multiple types of, and often extreme, physical violence, including getting beaten up, being physically forced to complete sexual acts, robbed, getting pistolwhipped, and having guns pointed towards them…One participant recalled getting
beaten up by her intimate partner, “…he broke my jaws, he fractured my ribs, he fractured my nose…busted my lips…” Often this happened in the context of the perpetrator fulfilling multiple roles. For example, one participant discussed how her drug
dealer became her intimate partner, “I moved in with a drug dealer who was abusing
me…kept my ribs broke. He would beat me up. You know, we went through that honeymoon stage where he would give me stuff.” Another participant highlighted the
overlap between physical violence and their romantic relationships, “I started being
with men that beat on me, and I believed that was love. If they beat on me, they loved
me, and I needed to be with them more, and more, and more.”
Sexual Violence
Many participants (n=11, 65% of participants) also reported instances of sexual
violence. Many participants reported being raped multiple times, with one participant
stating that “I’ve been raped so many times I…can’t even tell ya how many times I’ve
been raped. It-it’s almost like I became desensitized.” The participants appeared to be
“fair game” for sexual violence by their intimate partners. Sexual violence often cooccurred with physical violence, as one participant discussed the violence experienced by her intimate partner, “I've been beat up. I've been raped. You know, I'm just,
man… It's just a downward spiral.”
Surveillance
Surveillance often occurred as a form of intimidation in which partners monitored
the participants' behaviors, which deprived their rights of privacy. Frequently, surveillance co-occurred with microregulation, as participants were both watched and had
their activities restricted and/or controlled by partners/pimps. One participant explained that she and her partner ended up being on the street living in abandoned and
drug houses. She further explained, “my partner would follow me around and see
what car I got into and there at the end, he expected –that’s what he expected, you
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know…He expected me to go out every day and do that ---and he expected the money,
and he expected the drugs.”
Degradation
A number of participants explained that their intimate partners would often use
demeaning verbiage towards them. “When I first met him, I was attracted to him because he would fight anyone. Like, he would stand up to anyone…And then I just kept
feeling less and less and less, and he would just keep tearing me down physically, emotionally, and mentally and then isolate me from my family…Why did I keep going
back?... Because he’s my son’s dad and I had this fantasy of us being this happy family.”
While another participant described how her intimate partner treated her, saying, “I
think that is what broke me down the most...Because he would say little stuff like nobody's going to want you with somebody else's kid or, you know, just real mean stuff.
And you know, after you hear that so long it starts to, you start to believe it.”
Deception
Participants were often deceived, yet treachery was often not evident to some participants at the time. The changing nature of the relationships that women had with
various perpetrators was often based on deception. One participant highlighted the
changing nature of relationships, stating, “[Y]ou know, even though I was trickin’ with
this dope guy…I would go out in the street, make money, come back, and give it to him.
Like, I didn’t, like, realize that’s what was happening. I thought he liked me.” Another
participant still did not fully realize at the interview how her boyfriend was controlling her. She stated, “It was kind of different for me because I had a boyfriend, which
was basically my pimp. You know he was my security guard. He was the one that handled all the money, you know.”
Enticement
Several participants explained that they were lured into prostitution by their intimate partners' promise of money, housing, or security. One woman stated, “My baby
daddy introduced me to prostitution.” She then added a question: “Was he my partner
or my pimp?” Enticement also occurred related to using substances. For example, one
participant said, “I was 22 when I started doing heroin. And my baby’s daddy kept
trying to get me to do it…And finally, I did. One participant whose drug dealer became
her intimate partner explained how enticement and physical violence went hand and
hand together. “I moved in with a drug dealer who was abusing me…he like, kept my
ribs broke. He would beat me up. You know, we went through that honeymoon stage
where he would give me stuff.”
Abandonment
Although not included by Stark (2013) in his description of coercive control, several participants talked about threats to cut off the relationship/abandonment by
partners as an entry point into prostitution. In one case, a woman with a small child
was deserted by her boyfriend, and she determined that the only way to have him
back in her life and to help with the baby was to begin doing drugs with him. Another
woman reported being abandoned by an intimate partner after the death of her child.
The effects of abandonment were not only psychological, but the women were left
without a means to increased their vulnerability to prostitution.
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DISCUSSION
This study's overarching purpose was to document the extent of IPV experiences
in the forms of sexual and physical violence and coercive control within current or
former intimate partner relationships among women exiting prostitution who were
enrolled in an alternative problem-solving court. The second primary aim was to systematically analyze the extent and types of coercive control tactics reported by participants using Stark’s (2013) descriptions of coercive control. The findings, both
qualitative and quantitative, revealed the disturbing observation that physical and
sexual violence by intimate partners were reported by the vast majority of our participants. Moreover, while sexual and physical violence were extensive, the most frequently mentioned pervasive forms of abuse were coercive control.
That women in prostitution are immensely vulnerable to violence perpetrated by
their intimate partners has been documented in the literature on women in developing countries (Argento et al., 2014; Muldoon et al., 2015; Ulibarri et al., 2010). Our
results show that women exiting prostitution in a problem-solving court in the US
experienced similar vulnerabilities and violence from intimate partners. Specifically,
we discovered that women exiting prostitution who are currently in or previously in
non-commercial intimate partner relationships experienced high exposure to rape
and other forms of assault by their intimate partners which is consistent with findings
in developing countries.
While the current study revealed that intimate partners frequently battered participants, the relationships between the participants and their batterers were often
complicated and multifaceted. For example, early in the exiting process, a number of
the participants explained that their intimate partners frequently exhibited pimp behaviors yet these individuals were viewed as intimate partners, which is consistent
with the literature (Karandikar & Próspero, 2010; Raphael et al., 2010; Shannon, et
al., 2008). While other participants viewed their relationships with intimate partners
as nurturing, the behaviors by partners frequently exhibited escalating coercion and
violence that mirrored pimp actions. Moreover, these relationships were frequently
marked by controlling dynamics, and the subtlety of the behaviors prevented the participants from recognizing the controlling aspects of the behaviors. Frequently, the
controlling behaviors were interpreted as a means of “helping” the participants or
that the participants were “helping” their partners. Thus, many participants in this
study experienced shifting relationships and permeable boundaries with intimate
partners who engaged in pimp-like roles. Also, while not all participants stated that
their relationships were marked by control, several participants explained their compliant posture with intimate partners was due to the unpredictability of their abuser’s
behavior and fear of reprisal. Thus, yielding to their abuser’s demands was often a
protective measure that increasingly became viewed as futile.
These findings shed light on aspects of coercive control such as deception and exploitation in this group of women. For example, the overlap between pimp roles and
romantic partner roles may have stemmed from partners who feigned romantic interests to coerce their partners to engage in prostitution, increase revenues earned,
and obtain drug money. In other situations, the removal of affection or support appeared overtly coercive, leading the participant to engage in prostitution for money
or drugs for herself. Other underlying mechanisms of the shifting roles may be at play
and further research should investigate how the transitioning roles may play a role in
coercive controlling behaviors. For example, do the roles shift from pimp to romantic
partner, from romantic partner to pimp, or is it more complex? Comprehending more
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specifically how roles shift is critical in furthering our understanding of women’s vulnerabilities to IPV.
Due to the fluidity in participants’ perceptions of intimate partner/pimp roles,
making and interpreting distinctions between the types of violence perpetrated by
individuals in these roles becomes increasingly complex. In some cases, perpetrators
were initially perceived by participants as romantic partners, while later, they described these individuals as engaging in pimp roles. In other cases, perpetrators were
identified as pimps first and then perceived to be romantic partners. It was often the
case that participants revised their views of partners as “pimps” much later after previously framing these individuals as engaging in “pimp” roles solely “with other
women.”
We applied Stark’s (2013) conceptualization of coercive control to the current
data to create a more systematic approach to understanding the types of controlling
behaviors experienced by women in prostitution within their intimate partner relationships. Our findings showed that women exiting prostitution experienced similar
types of control strategies by their intimate partners as those reported in the general
population of women (Bishop & Bettinson, 2018). These maneuvers included exploitation (e.g., demands to endure longer shifts to obtain drug money), intimidation (e.g.,
loaded guns were pointed at the women), isolation (e.g., the pressure to separate from
sources of social support), microregulation (e.g., restricting social and daily activities), surveillance (e.g., tracking movements/how much money was made), degradation (e.g., using demeaning names), deception (e.g., presenting illegal substances as
beneficial), and enticement (e.g., promises to fulfill future dreams). In addition to the
continuum of coercive control tactics described by Stark, our participants also revealed threats of abandonment that were frequently used by intimate partners to control their behavior. This finding was consistent with other literature that explained
that threats of abandonment are a common form of coercive control (Anitha et al.,
2018; Hamberger et al., 2017). In our study, several participants indicated that warnings of desertion and actual abandonment were doled out by intimate partners to garner compliance with monetary, substance, and sexual demands.
Thus, we found multiple instances of each of the coercive control tactics described
by Stark, as well as threats of abandonment, in the reports by participants in this
study, showing that this framework can be applied to this population. This is critical
because existing research has viewed women in prostitution as a separate category
from women in the general population who experience IPV (Thaller & Cimino, 2017).
The results suggest that the underlying coercion may be similar.
This study has significant implications for practice, policy, and legal reform. Clinical practice that includes the implementation of IPV screening instruments and is informed by what we know about the subtleties and nuances of coercive control within
often overlooked non-commercial intimate partner relationships is vital. When the
role of coercive control in IPV among women exiting prostitution in non-commercial
relationships is better understood, clinicians can more effectively tailor interventions
concerning early recognition, assessment, and safety planning. The awareness that
pimp relationships frequently transition into the role of intimate partners (and vice
versa) can help clinicians be attuned to the complexities of women’s attachments and
perceptions of unequal power dynamics to strengthen survivor agency and decisionmaking.
Education within healthcare and criminal justice settings that promotes the
recognition of coercive control as a cumulative form of abuse involving various
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controlling tactics is needed. This understanding can facilitate policy-making to increase access to justice for women, including the most vulnerable populations of
women (i.e., women exiting prostitution). Moreover, funding and resource allocation
to provide shelter access needs thorough review. When women exiting prostitution
who are in non-commercial violent and non-violent coercive controlling relationships
are denied shelter access, there is a risk of heightened abuse.
Within the criminal justice arena, it is commonplace that arrests and sanctions
are limited to discrete violent assaults occurring in intimate partner relationships.
However, when criminal consequences are solely based on the severity of violent actions, other forms of abuse remain obscured. Reframing IPV using a coercive control
lens is a paradigm shift that can impact police intervention strategies and improve
criminal justice responses with marginalized populations (i.e., women exiting prostitution).

CONCLUSIONS
We found that participants exiting prostitution in non-commercial intimate partnerships who were enrolled in a problem-solving court system experienced a high
degree of physical violence, sexual violence, and coercive control. While physical and
sexual violence are important components of IPV, a focus on discrete violent acts
alone does not provide a comprehensive understanding of the frequently complex and
subtle forms of controlling behavior as underlying dynamics within IPV. Definitional
clarity concerning coercive control can assist various stakeholders at all levels of the
judicial system to assess and develop interventions with women exiting prostitution.
We, therefore, urge continued investigation and training, to meet the needs of all survivors of violence and coercive control, including marginalized populations.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
The authors acknowledge and thank the women from CATCH Court who entrusted us with
their stories and are bravely exiting prostitution one valiant step at a time. Profound thanks to
Hannah Estabrook, former Coordinator of CATCH Court and current Executive Director of
Sanctuary Collective. Your commitment to trafficked women is unparalleled. Dignity Editor-inChief Donna Hughes graciously provided wise direction and feedback. Dignity thanks: T.K.
Logan, Professor, Department of Behavioral Science, College of Medicine, and the Center on
Drug and Alcohol Research, University of Kentucky; and Jody Raphael, Schiller DuCanto &
Fleck Family Law Center, DePaul University, for their time and expertise to review this article.

AUTHOR BIOGRAPHIES
Tammy Schultz [https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6948-9903] is a Professor, Interim Program
Director of the Clinical Mental Health Counseling Program, and Co-coordinator of the Trauma
Certificate at Wheaton College, Illinois. She is actively engaged in research with women exiting
prostitution who are in an alternative court program for women (CATCH Court). She has
passionately taught about the healing from sexual abuse and other forms of trauma around
the globe.
Aimee Callender [https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5416-2732] is an Associate Professor
of Psychology in the undergraduate Psychology Program at Wheaton College, Illinois. She has
a PhD in Cognitive Psychology and has expertise in analyzing text-based responses as well as
long-term memory.
Sally Schwer Canning [https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5588-7599] is Professor of Psychology
in the Clinical Psychology doctoral program at Wheaton College, and a Behavioral Health
Consultant and supervisor at the Lawndale Christian Health Center in Chicago, Illinois. A
community/clinical psychologist, Dr. Canning is committed to collaborating for the well-being

Published by DigitalCommons@URI, 2020

13

Dignity: A Journal on Sexual Exploitation and Violence, Vol. 5, Iss. 3 [2020], Art. 8

of children, adolescents, adults and families living in urban contexts of poverty and oppression.
Her research, clinical practice, training and consultation are aimed at enhancing culturally
competent, accessible psychological resources in these communities.
Jacey Collins [https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9196-8601] is a clinician at a residential
treatment center in Springfield, Missouri, where she works with young girls who have been
taken out of abusive environments. As a May 2020 graduate from Wheaton College's Clinical
Mental Health Counseling program, she is excited to begin her career in the mental health field
and hopes to specialize in trauma-informed therapy and psycho-oncology.

RECOMMENDED CITATION
Schultz, Tammy; Callender, Aimee A; Canning, Sally Schwer; and Collins, Jacey. (2020).
Women exiting prostitution: Reports of coercive control in intimate relationships. Dignity: A
Journal of Sexual Exploitation and Violence. Vol. 5, Issue 3, Article 8.
https://doi.org/10.23860/dignity.2020.05.03.08 Available at
http://digitalcommons.uri.edu/dignity/vol5/iss3/8.

REFERENCES
Anitha, S., Roy, A., & Yalamarty, H. (2018). Gender, migration, and exclusionary citizenship
regimes: Conceptualizing transnational abandonment of wives as a form of violence
against women. Violence Against Women, 24(7), 747-774.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077801217720693
Argento, E., Muldoon, K. A., Duff, P., Simo, A., Deering, K. N., & Shannon, K. (2014). High
prevalence and partner correlates of physical and sexual violence by intimate
partners among street and off-street sex workers. PLOS One, 9, 1-7.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0102129
Barlow, C., Johnson, K., Walklate, S., & Humphreys, L. (2019). Putting coercive control into
practice: Problems and possibilities. The British Journal of Criminology, azz041,
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjc/azz041
Benoit, C., Roth, E., Hallgrimsdottir, H., Jansson, M., Ngugi, E., & Sharpe, K. (2013). Benefits
and constraints of intimate partnerships for HIV positive sex workers in Kibera,
Kenya. International Journal for Equity in Health, 12(1), 1-12.
https://doi.org/10.1186/1475-9276-12-76
Bishop, C., & Bettinson, V. (2018). Evidencing domestic violence, including behaviour that
falls under the new offence of ‘controlling or coercive behaviour.’ The International
Journal of Evidence & Proof, 22(1), 3-29.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1365712717725535
Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in
Psychology, 3, 77-101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
Carlson, C. E., Chen, J., Chang, M., Batsukh, A., Toivgoo, A., Riedel, M., & Witte, S. S. (2012).
Reducing intimate and paying partner violence against women who exchange sex in
Mongolia: results from a randomized clinical trial. Journal of Interpersonal Violence,
27(10), 1911-1931. https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260511431439
Cox, K. S., Casablanca, A. M., & McAdams, D. P. (2013). “There is nothing good about this
work:” Identity and unhappiness among Nicaraguan female sex workers. Journal of
Happiness Studies, 14, 1459-1478. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-012-9390-y
Crossman, K. A., Hardesty, J. L., & Raffaelli, M. (2016). “He could scare me without laying a
hand on me”: Mothers’ experiences of nonviolent coercive control during marriage
and after separation. Violence Against Women, 22, 454-473.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077801215604744

https://digitalcommons.uri.edu/dignity/vol5/iss3/8
DOI: 10.23860/dignity.2020.05.03.08

14

Schultz et al.: Women Exiting Prostitution: Coercive Control in Intimate Relationships

El-Bassel, N., Witte, S. S., Wada, T., Gilbert, L., & Wallace, J. (2001). Correlates of partner
violence among female street-based sex workers: Substance abuse, history of
childhood abuse, and HIV risks. AIDS Patient Care and STDs, 15, 41-51.
https://doi.org/10.1089/108729101460092
Farley, M., Lynne, J., & Cotton, A. J. (2005). Prostitution in Vancouver: Violence and the
colonization of First Nations women. Transcultural Psychiatry, 42, 242-271.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1363461505052667
Fielding-Miller, R., & Dunkle, K. (2017). Constrained relationship agency as the risk factor for
intimate partner violence in different models of transactional sex. African Journal of
AIDS Research, 16(4), 283-293. https://doi.org/10.2989/16085906.2017.1345768
Hardesty, J. L., Crossman, K. A., Haselschwerdt, M. L., Raffaelli, M., Ogolsky, B. G., & Johnson, M.
P. (2015). Toward a standard approach to operationalizing coercive control and
classifying violence types. Journal of Marriage and Family, 77, 833-843.
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12201
Hamberger, L. K., Larsen, S. E., & Lehrner, A. (2017). Coercive control in intimate partner
violence. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 37, 1-11.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2017.08.003
Hodges, K., & Burch, S. (2019). Multiple and Intersecting Experiences of Women in
Prostitution: Improving Access to Helping Services. Dignity: A Journal on Sexual
Exploitation and Violence, 4, 3, 1-22.
https://doi.org/10.23860/dignity.2019.04.02.03
https://digitalcommons.uri.edu/dignity/vol4/iss2/3/
Karandikar, S., & Prospero, M. (2010). From client to pimp: Male violence against female sex
workers. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 25(2), 257-273.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260509334393
Lockart, I., Ryder, N., & McNulty, A. M. (2011). Prevalence and associations of recent physical
intimate partner violence among women attending an Australian sexual health
clinic. Sexually Transmitted Infections, 87(2), 174-176.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/sti.2010.043109
McAdams, D. P. (1995). The life story interview. Retrieved from
http://www.sesp.northwestern.edu/docs/ Interviewrevised95.pdf
Mittal, M. L., Bazzi, A. R., Rangel, M. G., Staines, H., Yotebieng, K., Strathdee, S. A., & Syvertsen,
J. L. (2018). ‘He’s not my pimp’: toward an understanding of intimate male partner
involvement in female sex work at the Mexico–US border. Culture, Health &
Sexuality, 20(9), 961-975. https://doi.org/10.1080/13691058.2017.1403651
Muldoon, K. A., Deering, K. N., Feng, C. X., Shoveller, J. A., & Shannon, K. (2015). Sexual
relationship power and intimate partner violence among sex workers with noncommercial intimate partners in a Canadian setting. AIDS Care, 27(4), 512519.https://doi.org/10.1080/09540121.2014.978732
Panchanadeswaran, S., Johnson, S. C., Sivaram, S., Srikrishnan, A. K., Latkin, C., Bentley, M. E., ...
& Celentano, D. (2008). Intimate partner violence is as important as client violence
in increasing street-based female sex workers’ vulnerability to HIV in India.
International Journal of Drug Policy, 19(2), 106-112.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugpo.2007.11.013
Raphael, J., Reichert, J. A., & Powers, M. (2010). Pimp control and violence: Domestic sex
trafficking of Chicago women and girls. Women & Criminal Justice, 20, 89-104.
https://doi.org/10.1080/08974451003641065
Shannon, K., Kerr, T., Allinott, S., Chettiar, J., Shoveller, J., & Tyndall, M. W. (2008). Social and
structural violence and power relations in mitigating HIV risk of drug-using women
in survival sex work. Social Science & Medicine, 66, 911-921.
https://doi:10.1016/j.socscimed.2007.11.008

Published by DigitalCommons@URI, 2020

15

Dignity: A Journal on Sexual Exploitation and Violence, Vol. 5, Iss. 3 [2020], Art. 8

Shmotkin, D. (2005). Happiness in the face of adversity: Reformulating the dynamic and
modular bases of subjective well-being. Review of General Psychology, 9, 291325.https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.9.4.291
Smith, S.G., Zhang, X., Basile, K.C., Merrick, M.T., Wang, J., Kresnow, M., Chen, J. (2018). The
National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey (NISVS): 2015 Data Brief –
Updated Release. Atlanta, GA: National Center for Injury Prevention and Control,
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
Stark, E. (2013). Coercive control. In N. Lombard & L McMillan (Eds.), Violence against

women: Current theory and practice in domestic abuse, sexual violence, and
exploitation (pp. 17- 34). Jessica Kingsley Publishers.
Stark, E., & Hester, M. (2019). Coercive control: Update and review. Violence Against Women,
25(1), 81-104. https://doi.org/10.1177/1077801218816191
Thaller, J., & Cimino, A. N. (2017). The girl is mine: Reframing intimate partner violence and sex
work as intersectional spaces of gender-based violence. Violence Against Women, 23,
202-221. https://doi.org/10.1177/1077801216638766
Tyson D. (2020). Coercive Control and Intimate Partner Homicide. In: M. McMahon & P.
McGorrery (Eds.), Criminalising Coercive Control. Springer.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-0653-6_4
Ulibarri, M. D., Strathdee, S. A., Lozada, R., Magis-Rodriguez, C., Amaro, H., O'Campo, P., &
Patterson, T. L. (2010). Intimate partner violence among female sex workers in two
Mexico–US Border cities: Partner characteristics and HIV risk behaviors as
correlates of abuse. Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research, Practice, and Policy,
2(4), 318. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0017500
U.N. Women. (2014). World Survey on the role of women in development 2014: Gender
Equality and Sustainable Development. Retrieved by https://www.unwomen.org//media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2014/worldsurvey-on-the-role-of-women-in-development-2014-en.pdf?la=en&vs=3045
Urada, L. A., Raj, A., Cheng, D. M., Quinn, E., Bridden, C., Blokhina, E. A., ... & Samet, J. H. (2013).
History of intimate partner violence is associated with sex work but not STI among
HIV-positive female drinkers in Russia. International Journal of STD & AIDS, 24(4),
287. https://doi.org/10.1177/0956462412472809
Walby, S., & Towers, J. (2018). Untangling the concept of coercive control: Theorizing
domestic violent crime. Criminology & Criminal Justice, 18(1), 7-28.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1748895817743541
World Health Organization. (2017). Violence against women. Retrieved from
https://www.who.int/en/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/violence-against-women

https://digitalcommons.uri.edu/dignity/vol5/iss3/8
DOI: 10.23860/dignity.2020.05.03.08

16

