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Policing Vulnerability in Sex Work and Prostitution: The Harm Reduction 

Compass Model  

Abstract 

This paper explores the current approach to the interaction between policing and sex 

work in England and Wales. It reviews the legal and policy context and outlines 

current policing guidance and priorities, introducing the Harm Reduction Compass as 

a mechanism to advance policing policy and optimise operational decision-making. 

Through critical discussion of occupational culture and reforms in policing, it also 

assesses how continuity, reliability, and transferability can be achieved across police 

forces within the existing hostile and outdated statutory framework. The Harm 

Reduction Compass (HRC) aims to focus policing resources on adult sexual 

exploitation and crimes experienced by sex workers by decoding the complexities of 

different individuals’ personal circumstances. This paper proposes a new framework 

as a model to aid operational policing by triaging different scenarios to reach the 

most appropriate response. This new model, which identifies autonomy and harm as 

the most significant indicators, addresses harm and vulnerability holistically and 

combines policing with public health and community-based approaches; this ensures 

the pathway to assistance and intervention is an integrated multi-partnership. The 

HRC is a step forward in progressing police culture around the use of language and 

in dealing with crimes against sex workers in the most appropriate way. 

 

 

 

Introduction 

In 2019 the National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC), with the College of Policing 

(CoP), adopted new written guidance on policing around sex work and prostitution 

for police forces in England and Wales (for adults over 18 years).1 This followed 

consultation with forces, NGOs, support networks and academics. As researchers 

engaged in the evidence gathering and development of prostitution policy in the UK 

over the past twenty years (X,Y, Z), and as a serving officer for 24 years with the 

national portfolio for policing sex work and prostitution since 2017 (W), we were 

impelled to reflect on the policing policy trajectory of recent years. The current 

approach is a considerable departure from the days when ‘prostitution’ was 

considered ‘vice’ and ‘vice squads’ were legitimised in both language and attitudes. 

During the ‘vice squad’ era, individuals were seen primarily as ‘offenders’ - an 

ideology that lasted until the last decade (c.f. Hubbard 1997; Matthews 2005). Shifts 

in the policing of ‘prostitution’ have been influenced by broader changes in 

understanding the complexities of the sex industry, including the ‘sex as work’ 

perspective challenging the controversial radical feminist position that selling sex 

could only be violence against women. Police forces have started to unpick how 

adult involvement in commercial sex encompasses a wide spectrum of 

circumstances that do not fall into simple ‘voluntary/forced’ binaries. Other factors in 

the complicated landscape of the sex industry include the rise in migrant sex workers 
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in the UK. At the same time the human trafficking and ‘modern slavery’ agenda has 

become a government priority in 2010 with new legislation under the Modern Slavery 

Act 2015 (Broad and Turnbull 2019), taking much of the resources and attention for 

police forces. 

Targets for finding and prosecuting sex trafficking cases, however, have come at the 

expense of a broader understanding of the complexities around mobility, migration 

and what constitutes ‘trafficking’ (Mai 2013; Agustin 2007). There has been some 

acknowledgement by authorities of the diversity of populations in sex work and the 

need for specific groups such as transgender and male sex workers to be 

considered in relation to exploitation, harm and the role of the police (Feis-Bryce et 

al., 2015; Laing et al., 2018; Author A et al., 2020). Considerable evidence on the 

under-reporting of crimes of all types to the police (Connelly et al., 2018) has 

emerged and how different populations of sex workers may engage with police in 

more or less positive ways (Author A 2007; Campbell 2015; Klambauer 2018).  

These characteristics are set against the increasing evidence that sex workers 

globally face daily harassment and violence from the police, including blackmail, 

beatings and rape as well as being denied access to justice (Aborisade 2019; Crago 

et al., 2008; Odinokova et al., 2014; Platt et al., 2018; Pauw and Brener 2003; Fick 

2006). Indeed complaints from some sex worker organisations in England include 

heavy-handed raids by police in 2013 in Soho, London2, and in Birmingham, where 

40 police officers were reportedly involved in raids.3 Inconsistent interpretation of 

legislation by law enforcement organisations has resulted in ongoing challenges 

raised by rights organisations. This was highlighted in 2020 when concerns were 

raised when two women were charged under the Sexual Offences Act 1956 for 

permitting a premises to be used for prostitution, when they were actually working 

together as a crucial safety strategy; in this case charges were subsequently 

dropped. The disconnect, however, between the stated aim of policing, “to protect 

the vulnerable” and the extant legislative framework may create further cases. 

This paper has the following aims: to review the legal and policy context in England 

and Wales and outline the current policing guidance and priorities, then introduce 

and explain the newly launched Harm Reduction Compass as a tool to simplify 

individual circumstances to focus policing resources on adult sexual exploitation and 

on crime experienced by sex workers.4 Finally, it examines how these novel changes 

are influenced by broader police reform and intersect with police occupational 

culture. The focus throughout is on policing, operational efficacy, and establishing a 

common methodology for officers to use to make sense of, and react to, situations.5 

We argue that application of the HRC gives officers an essential piece of kit in their 

operational tool bag when making crucial decisions in the field. 

 

Legal and Sex Work Policy Context  

The socio-legal and political context of commercial sex in the UK is a complicated 

range of laws, many of which date back to the 1950s and 60s, that have had limited 

influence over the shape and nature of sex work. The UK has a quasi-criminalisation 
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framework whereby the selling and buying of sex between consenting adults is 

lawful, but many of the relationships and contexts surrounding this exchange are not. 

These include soliciting, loitering and kerb crawling on the street, and brothel 

keeping or procuring (assisting/organising) prostitution. Section 55 of the Sexual 

Offences Act 2003 is considered to be the most problematic provision as two people 

working together for safety can be charged, potentially resulting in a prison sentence. 

Despite calls against the brothel keeping laws, Section 21 of the Policing and Crime 

Act 2009 provides further powers to close premises on a ‘reasonable belief’ that 

trafficking for sexual exploitation, or causing, inciting or controlling prostitution for 

gain is occurring. Additionally, Section 14 of the Policing and Crime Act 2009, 

contains a strict liability offence of purchasing sex from a person controlled in 

prostitution. Legal reform to reduce harm and regulatory burden appears remote as  

the Police and Crime Act 2017 reformed the late night licensing levy to account for 

cumulative impact, and provided greater protection of young people from 

livestreamed sexual exploitation, and increased the maximum sentence for stalking 

and harassment from five to ten years, but failed to address harm reduction in 

consensual sexual activity. 

The sex industry has changed significantly in the past decade; there are fewer 

people physically working on the streets, and more visible forms of commercial sex 

have declined due to broader technological advancement. The majority of 

commercial sex is now negotiated and facilitated through online spaces, (Author A et 

al., 2018), usually through adult entertainment platforms (Cunningham et al., 2017) 

but also incidental sex work via dating sites. Traditional brothels (also called parlours 

or saunas), in towns and cities operating discreetly with the knowledge of the 

authorities, still exist. Police knowledge of the online sex industry is low and 

understanding of the various circumstances in which it takes place is partial. For 

example, the presence of migrant profiles online are often conflated automatically 

with trafficking and organised crime, (Scoular et al., 2019). Evidence suggests that 

there is greater police surveillance of sex work advertising and platform activities 

(Scoular et al., 2019) yet within rapidly changing markets for commercial sexual 

activity the police are tasked with making sense of who is a victim and who is not. 

This task is made harder by laws which do not reflect the transformation of the sex 

industry, and specifically the rise of individuals working independently through online 

spaces using changing means such as geo-location smartphone dating applications 

(Morris 2018).   

The academic literature and testimonies from sex workers and activist groups reveal 

narratives of unfair treatment by the police in the UK. Testimonies of 49 indoor and 

outdoor sex workers in Klambauer’s (2018) study suggests a ‘policing roulette’. Many 

sex workers presume that they will not be treated with respect, and that where 

enforcement-led strategies prevail, there are ‘insuperable barriers to the success of 

protective policing’ (Klambauer 2018: 270). Where criminalization persists 

relationships fray as the police have a duty to enforce the law (Dewey and St. 

Germain 2014). Positive examples from decriminalised settings in other parts of the 

world where safety is the priority, however, suggest dramatic shifts in the 

relationships between police and sex workers (Armstrong 2017). Unfortunately there 
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is limited room for change in England and Wales in the current political climate and 

parts of mainland Europe such as France. Within this impasse, forward-thinking 

police leadership needed to devise fresh tools to send new messages and 

operational guidelines to frontline officers that can be valuable in the UK and more 

widely in Europe.  

 

Police culture and multiagency policing.  

The analysis of police culture was pioneered by Banton (1964) who wrote of police 

peace-keeping tasks and the tendency of officers to ‘under-enforce’ the law by 

exercising their discretion not to arrest. Wilson (1968) saw political culture, however, 

as the main determinant of policing style. While Muir (1977) argued police officers 

develop distinct policing styles dependent on two attitudes: passion (whether officers 

recognised the need to use coercion and a willingness to use it to reach job goals), 

and perspective (the willingness to empathise with the circumstances of citizens). 

Banton’s work was revised and extended, most notably by Skolnick (1966) on 

working personalities and Brown’s (1981) four policing styles. All are, however, 

based on underlying dimensions of ‘selectivity of enforcement’ and ‘aggressiveness 

on the street’. The most laudable balance being the policing style which enforces all 

serious crime while not wasting time looking for minor violations. This is relevant 

when considering the policing of prostitution related offences as they usually fall into 

the minor violation category such as kerb crawling or solicitation.  

Policing of prostitution is not uniform within the nation state. Across England and 

Wales for example there continue to be reports of both high level enforcement as 

well as organised toleration to street sex work (Author A 2017). Although Crown 

Prosecution statistics show arrests to have fallen year on year (see Table 16), the 

figures omit the civil orders which some local authorities use to implement a zero 

tolerance approach (mainly to street sex work). Policing strategies reflect welfarist 

principles from the 1990s, where the needs of a local community and individual sex 

workers are approached separately. Welfarist approaches to managing street 

prostitution comprise a range of agencies working together to address individual 

needs, yet at the same time criminalising individuals who ‘persist’ in selling sex 

(Scoular and Carline 2014; Scoular and O’Neill 2007). During the 1990s, there was a 

redefinition of prostitution as anti-social behaviour (Kantola and Squires 2004). 

Services were offered to those (women) who engaged in redemptive behaviour to 

change. The ‘deserving prostitute’ was defined through the ‘exiting’ discourse which 

became embedded into central government guidance, policy and welfare provision 

(Scoular and O’Neill 2007). Anti-social Behaviour Orders and Engagement and 

Support Orders (Sagar 2010; Scoular and Carline 2014; Sanders-McDonagh and 

Neville 2018) were the main interventions, with criminal justice agencies working with 

welfare agencies to police the exiting process (and punish lapses). Engagement and 

Support Orders introduced by the Policing and Crime Act 2009 (delivered by a range 

of multi-agency partners) were given to sex workers who were arrested for street 

offences. Carline and Scoular’s (2015) analysis of individual experiences concluded 

that whilst provisions were extended for vulnerable complex needs a new form of 
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‘revolving door’ of arrest and fines was created, as the orders were stringent and 

unrealistic, given the reality of how transitioning takes place.  

Prior to these changes, however, Penfold et al., (2004) documented in this journal a 

different type of multiagency partnership. The collaboration in Merseyside between 

police and outreach organisations which encouraged sex workers to report crimes to 

the police became known as the ‘Ugly Mugs’ project. Drawing in part on the hate 

crime model of crimes against sex workers (Campbell 2015), the National Ugly Mugs 

organisation successfully continues this focus away from criminalisation to promote 

harm reduction interventions and justice for its members.    

The development of any prostitution policy risks being diverted by morality politics 

and belief-laden conflicts (Wagenaar and Altink 2012). There has nevertheless been 

a more nuanced understanding of victimhood and lived experiences of sex workers 

in policing over the past ten years. This has been partly because the radical feminist 

positioning (that selling sex can only be understood as violence against women) has 

been met with increased criticism, downright incredulity, and a plethora of alternative 

perspectives, not least from sex workers themselves. Across the political spectrum, a 

view on victimhood and vulnerability has emerged that recognises how the needs of 

individuals and communities can be understood symbiotically if there is political will, 

resources and genuine understanding. The Home Affairs Select Committee (HASC) 

commented in the summing up of evidence-taking in 2016: 

‘…..there has been universal agreement that elements of the present law are 

unsatisfactory. Treating soliciting as a criminal offence is having an adverse 

effect, and it is wrong that sex workers, who are predominantly women, 

should be penalised and stigmatised in this way. The criminalisation of sex 

workers should therefore end. The current law on brothel keeping also means 

sex-workers can be too afraid of prosecution to work together at the same 

premises, which can often compromise their safety’.  

 

The HASC went on to recommend the commissioning of research on the nature and 

extent of sex work and the evaluation of other models of governance. Whilst the 

HASC was reformed with a different focus after a change in government, it provided 

an evidence-rich alternative voice to the criminalisation agenda. In the Irish 

parliaments, however, policy developed in the opposite direction as the 

criminalisation of paying for sex in Northern Ireland (2015) and Republic of Ireland 

(2019) ensued. 

In England and Wales localism largely determines the approaches taken by the 43 

regional police forces and particularly since the introduction of Police and Crime 

Commissioners in 2012. Many factors affecting a local policing strategy may be out 

of the control of the police and not necessarily about protecting the public from harm 

as policing across the EU becomes increasingly politicised. Clear examples of the 

range of policing strategies in operation within the same or neighbouring force are 

given by Feis-Bryce (2018) and range from heavy enforcement to a progressive 

proactive strategy to work with other organisations on safeguarding and protection 
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for sex workers. It is against this patchwork context that the current NPCC Guidance 

sought to bring a greater sense of commonality in both principles, priorities and 

operational strategies across policing. Not only are there 43 police forces across 

England and Wales with some 120,000 police officers, a considerable degree of 

autonomy exists within and between forces. Improving operational consistency and 

adoption of identified good practice is challenging given the budget cuts of the last 

decade. Officer numbers have reduced by 20,000 since 2010 and cuts to training 

and community safety policing has affected marginal communities who were 

previously in contact with neighbourhood and community based police (O’Neill 2014; 

Sindall and Sturgis 2013). 

 

The 2019 National Policing Sex Work/Prostitution Guidance  

The new national policing guidance provided an opportunity to bring some fresh 

thinking to the issue, to consolidate a piecemeal set of approaches and condense 

key messages for policing policy. The 2019 Guidance builds on the 2015 Guidance, 

which represented the first move away from enforcement as the primary response to 

policing sex work. The current Guidance, developed by the NPCC lead working with 

an advisory group of scientists, academics and health workers uses the principles of 

evidence-based policing to provide an approach to policy-making based on statistical 

analysis, empirical research, and was produced with operational police officers and 

staff in mind to focus on harm reduction and protection.  

The new Guidance does not advocate a particular legal position as the legislative 

framework is approved by Parliament - but it recognises that the job of the police is 

to safeguard those in need and to protect the public from harm. To do this, the remit 

of the Guidance has five key objectives: 1) Building understanding of the issues; 2) 

Working towards operational consistency; 3) Reducing vulnerability and improving 

safety; 4) Targeting those who exploit; 5) Influencing the policy environment. These 

objectives are to be achieved through a set of five core principles/positions identified 

by the Guidance working group to shape advice to officers (NPCC 2019:4): 

1. The sex industry is complex, often stigmatised, and has many evolving 

typologies. It is often hidden from the wider public. We recognise this 

environment is conducive to the abuse or exploitation of those selling sex. 

2. Policing starts from a position that seeks to address vulnerability and 

exploitation. We will engage with those involved in order to build mutual trust 

and confidence and encourage the sharing of information to improve safety. 

3. The police should use engagement and intelligence to develop a better 

understanding of the typologies and extent of prostitution. We will work with 

partners to develop an approach that tackles the issues associated with sex 

work and prostitution by engaging a wide group of stakeholders. 

4. The role of policing is not to make moral judgements. The police focus will be 

on reducing vulnerability and criminality. We will seek to maximise safety and 

increase trust and confidence. This will encourage those in the sex industry to 
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report crimes and abuse. This approach will shift the focus onto safeguarding 

those being harmed in the sex industry. Intelligence and information should be 

shared between forces and relevant partners to maximise safety and target 

those who exploit or cause harm. 

5. An evidence-based ‘what works’ approach will be used to enhance awareness 

of officers and partners dealing with this complex environment. It will ensure 

the focus is on vulnerability and safety and a consistent approach across the 

country. 

When the published Guidance was disseminated to forces, it was clear, even with 

the support of Chief Constables that it would not be enough, either to achieve reform 

or to gain operational consistency. This realisation was reached after the NPCC 

working group observed for two years the operational activities of police officers on 

the ground across England and Wales, and took feedback from individuals in training 

sessions. The developing model was also shared with critical friends in the sex work 

community, support staff working with sex workers, and organisations like National 

Ugly Mugs who advocate against violence and crimes experienced by sex workers. 

Before the HRC there was no practical tool to assist with identifying a) the types of 

‘victim’ presenting to police and b) which agencies should be tasked for intervention. 

To support the priorities and principles of the Guidance, there needed to be an 

instant assessment made on where and if crimes are taking place and what is the 

most proportionate and socially legitimate action to take. Whilst the current iteration 

(due to be reviewed in 2021) of the Harm Reduction Compass is not integrated into 

the Guidance, there is expectation that it will be if deemed successful enough once 

feedback and evaluation have taken place.  

 

Why a harm reduction model was needed: ‘Let’s fish in the deep waters’ 

Operational priorities in prostitution and sex work are stated in the Guidance as 

improving safety, reducing vulnerability, and tackling those who cause harm. The 

focus is to direct finite investigative and enforcement resources on ‘exploiters’ for 

example in organised crime groups, and away from individual sex workers and well 

managed collective workplaces. It also widens the role of policing into harm 

reduction more generally. Harm reduction principles have been applied to policing 

drugs across Europe (Rhodes et al., 2006; Elvins 2008), moving the focus from the 

identity of the drug user as an offender, to one of health care service user 

(Kammersgaard 2019). This refocus means that violence and victimisation 

experienced by drug users is identified as police work, requiring protection and 

action, rather than enforcement against them for drug offences. This refocus can 

bring significant changes in behaviour as: ‘police [act] as allies rather than 

adversaries in harm reduction initiatives and broader public health concerns’ 

(Kammersgaard 2019: 345). Stevens (2013) points out that using harm reduction 

politics in relation to drug policing can support the role of the police in terms of 

legitimacy and in developing community safety.  

Harm Reduction Policing for Improved Legitimacy 
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Not only has police legitimacy been found to be fragile when it comes to sex work 

(Author C 2006) but public trust is strained by over-enforcement generally. For 

example, at the start of the Covid-19 lockdown in March 2020 police legitimacy was 

tested when, faced with unclear statutes and drafting anomalies in the health 

protection regulations and an uncertain public, police were reported to be both over-

zealous and operating beyond their powers. Enforcing lockdown regulations on 

citizens driving to beauty spots for walks, social distancing in public spaces, and 

shopping in ‘non-essential’ aisles7 led to declarations that: ‘officious cops need 

reigning-in’8 in various national press reports. Legitimacy relies on the bond of trust 

between police and people and such trust hinges on shared attitudes and opinions 

because, as Coleman and Norris (2000) point out, police are often called into 

situations not as ‘enforcers’ of a legal conception of order, but as ‘reinforcers’ of 

localised private normative conceptions of order (Sykes and Brent 1983). In the case 

of sex work, one of the largest public opinion surveys on sex work by Ipsos Mori 

(2008) found that 69% of people said that consenting commercial sex between 

adults should be decriminalised. This finding (present even when participants were 

primed about ‘trafficking’) is not only robust but support has grown over time as a 

2015 survey showed a majority endorsement for decriminalisation (YouGov 2015). It 

is one of the Peelian principles that: ‘The ability of police to perform their duties is 

dependent upon public approval of the police existence, actions, behaviour and the 

ability of the police to secure and maintain public respect’ (2), and that:  ‘The degree 

of co-operation of the public that can be secured diminishes, proportionately, to the 

necessity for the use of compulsion in achieving police objectives.’ (4). 

 

Given the disparity between public opinion, past practice, and the need for 

legitimacy, a practical and widely adopted decision-making tool on sex work is 

required, underpinned by the Guidance, to assist frontline officers and staff. The 

structure of police organisations means that police move in and out of roles quickly - 

sometimes within six months. Staff are transferred to different roles, taking with them 

what they’ve learned with little chance for handover. Knowledge is lost resulting in 

institutional amnesia as new staff take time to develop meaningful expertise.  A 

complicating issue is that roles may be coupled together with other areas of 

safeguarding. For example, it is not unusual for the ‘modern slavery’ team to also be 

looking after child sexual exploitation, prostitution and sex work. This is not the case 

when there are dedicated liaison officers (as established in the work by Brown, 

Redman and Grace (2019)), who have the sole responsibility to the sex work 

community in their area. Although these dedicated liaison officer roles are evident in 

less than 10 of the 43 police forces in England and Wales, they are still upheld as an 

example of best practice, producing some excellent outcomes in terms of supporting 

sex workers reporting crimes.  

 

Harm Reduction Compass    

So, what is this tool? A compass guides direction. The Harm Reduction Compass 

(HRC) therefore becomes an internal compass, an officer’s ‘North Star’ to guide a 
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response to a situation. It reflects values and culture and the collected behaviours of 

the individual and their organisation. The HRC helps to organise and manage 

incoming information and interactions with sex workers in the most appropriate way 

resulting in the most suitable response. The Compass will be described through 

three diagrams which introduce the two core concepts of autonomy and harm (see 

Figure 1). Here, autonomy in sex work refers to the overall control over one’s work; 

to determine when, how and who to work with, for example which sexual acts to sell, 

which clients to accept, how much to charge, how many hours to work, where to 

work, etc.). The higher the levels of autonomy, the lower the anticipated levels of 

harm. Harm refers to the detriment experienced across three possible levels: 

interpersonal, community and situational. In addition, there are four options for police 

decision-making and action including: enforcement; diversion to public health 

interventions; safeguarding, or support.  

Figure 1. Axes of Autonomy and Harm Alongside Areas of Operation 

Harm can be measured on a scale of lower and higher degrees, and may be 

conceptualised in three possible ways (in Figure 2):  

Interpersonal – where harm to an individual arises through coercive activity or 

attempts to control their involvement in sex work. The level of control needs to be 

assessed.  ‘Control’ could be understood as ‘management’, where for example, a 

receptionist or manager is increasing the safety of workers in a managed brothel or 

parlour at one end of the scale. At the other end of the scale control as ‘coercion’ by, 

for example, an exploitative landlord, boyfriend or friend/family member, will produce 

higher levels of harm.   

Community – the model takes into account the often contested relationships 

between different communities. It could for example reflect the need for the managed 

area approach to understand the views of the residential or business communities. A 

community safety response in this context might be ensuring local authorities 

remove sex litter thereby reducing harm to a community. Equally, there is often harm 

from the community to the individual sex worker. This can take the form of continual 

stigma; the fear/threat of being outed as a sex worker to family and friends; the 

constant need for secrecy about one’s work; the fear of eviction and nimbyism; or 

direct hate crime and targeting by perpetrators because of their sex work status.     

Situational – these include personal elements of an individual’s circumstance at the 

time such as substance use, housing, mental health, domestic violence or 

pregnancy. These are often long-term problems which need tailored intervention 

from health and welfare agencies, but for which the presenting police officer will 

need to assess and make a short term decision. Recognising situational harm should 

trigger longer term interventions for individuals or for particular populations 

(including, for example, street sex workers experiencing high levels of violence).  

Figure 2. Degrees of Harm 

To identify different types of autonomy and scenarios individuals find themselves 

within the sex industry, the model draws on conceptualisations by Author D (2019) to 

define four areas: sex entrepreneurship, sex work, survival sex, and sexual 
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exploitation which can be seen in Figure 3.  The first of these Sex entrepreneurship 

describes those individuals who have created a lucrative career selling sexual and/or 

erotic services. They are likely to be registered as self-employed and promote their 

business through multiple online channels.  They enjoy high levels of autonomy and 

have well-established processes for sifting clients and managing safety.  Sex 

working refers to engagement in selling sexual or erotic services and/or performance 

as a ‘temporary, intermittent or permanent way to earn or to supplement income’ 

(Author D 2019: 387).  Compared to sex entrepreneurs, and depending on work 

setting, this group are less likely to register this income with the state, less likely to 

divulge to others what they do (apart from trusted friends and family) and may be 

exposed to workplace exploitation - in parlours or strip clubs, for example - given the 

prevailing criminal justice or licensing context. Survival sex refers to sex work 

engaged in by individuals who are subject to particular social or economic 

vulnerability.  These individuals are not coerced by others, rather their constrained 

autonomy arises from structural failure of welfare or border regimes to recognise and 

meet their needs, or from workplace discrimination or from life hardship histories. 

‘Survival sex’ is a term of foregrounding the impact of austerity on women, on carers, 

on those marginalised due to their gender identity or mental health, among others.  

However, as with the term ‘trafficking’ (see Spanger 2011), ‘survival sex’ tends to be 

conflated with the ‘sex work’ category in a way that erases the latter.  We argue that 

while there may be fluidity between these categories at different times, in practice it 

is important to recognise the fluctuation in levels of autonomy and lived experience in 

each case at different times.  The fourth group is that of [adult] sexual exploitation 

which: 

“include[s] one individual (or more) coercing another individual (or more) to 

engage in paid (or in exchange for some other favour or resource) sexual 

services, irrespective of whether any of the proceeds are given to the 

exploited individual (Author D 2019: 389).  

Such coercion can be perpetrated by an individual acting alone (for example, a 

family member or acquaintance) or on behalf of a group, whether a licit commercial 

enterprise or an organised crime gang.  While some exploitation may involve the 

internal or cross-border trafficking of individuals, it is important not to confuse 

migrant sex work with the sexual exploitation of migrant adults. This category is 

characterised by low or absent autonomy and likely high harm. This is where police 

and appropriate multi-agency resources should be focused. 

 

Figure 3. Harm Reduction Compass as full operational model. 

Figure 3 shows an important feature of the Compass which is that fluid movement is 

possible between different categories. So those who are originally in the ‘sexual 

entrepreneurship’, ‘sex working’ or ‘survival sex’ activities can easily end up in adult 

sexual exploitation if there is a change in circumstances. For example, someone in 

the ‘sexual entrepreneurship’ category could be blackmailed by a customer 

threatening to tell social services about their work. Someone who is in the ‘sex 

working’ category could become a victim of kidnap and serious sexual assault after a 



 

11 
 

booking in a hotel proved to be a trap, and someone in the ‘survival sex’ category 

who is also a substance user could be forced by a drug dealer to relinquish their 

money. In any of these scenarios the people involved move from having a degree of 

agency over their commercial sex engagement to having very little. The context of 

their work thus becomes one of adult sexual exploitation. The dynamic nature of the 

Compass means that policing operations can respond to an individual’s changing 

needs. The fluid movement between categories means that movement out of the 

adult sexual exploitation category can also occur quickly. For instance if the 

blackmailer was apprehended, if the victim of crime was dealt with as such under the 

criminal justice system, and if the survival sex worker was given drug treatment and 

re-housed away from the drug dealer, then autonomy would be restored to some 

degree and harms would be reduced. The Compass illustrates the experience of 

those in sex work on a spectrum between autonomy and harm. The ease and the 

speed with which sex workers can move between the two underlines the diversity of 

experience(s) and how blanket criminalisation is too blunt a tool to use, often 

increasing rather than reducing harm.  

 

 

 

 

Interventions: Criminal, Health and Community Safety Justice  

There are three approaches to justice in the Harm Reduction Compass (Figure 3): 

criminal justice, community safety, or a public health approach and these can be 

described individually as:  

Criminal Justice - Where interpersonal harm is identified the police have an 

obligation to exercise the powers of the law and safeguard individuals. So key 

questions will be: Is this person harmed? Do they need protection? Is there a 

perpetrator? Is this perpetrator known? Identification of those who are exploiting are 

the focus rather than starting with an examination of ‘criminality’ exhibited (through 

two people sex working from the same property for instance). The public interest falls 

heavily towards prosecuting rape or violence offences ahead of immigration status, 

possession of small quantities of controlled substances and similar. The police as 

the agents of the domestic exercise of state control take the lead in tackling the 

cause of the identified interpersonal harm. 

Community Safety - The police cannot effectively tackle community concerns relating 

to crime, disorder and safety without the support of other agencies and 

organisations. Just as the Crime and Disorder Act (1998) created Community Safety 

Partnerships to work together, the HRC advocates joint multi-agency problem 

solving involving the community as a means of addressing harms that the sex 

working community, or other communities affected by sex working experience. In this 

regard, local authorities, Police and Crime Commissioner projects, officers and 
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services are well placed to intervene, particularly if there are broader community 

harms around street sex work in a neighbourhood.  

Public Health Approach – Where the police engage with health agencies for 

individual or community long term problem solving. Partnership work is central where 

agencies are delivering interventions and health is often central to individual welfare, 

particularly in relation to sexual and reproductive health, HIV, drug treatment, mental 

health and psychological services. Operationally, here the police are supporting the 

role of health agencies rather than taking an active leadership role. Over the past 

two decades health and policing agencies have worked to deliver services together, 

particularly around safeguarding and there has been greater emphasis on this in 

recent years. Sex work is one example of where this relationship is key, but it can be 

fraught due to a lack of resources and conflicting priorities rendering partnership 

work inefficient. Interventions may be managed by third sector voluntary agencies 

which suffer precarious funding and weak infrastructure, making long term service 

provision difficult. As regards sex work support projects this can mean that specialist 

knowledge from staff with non-judgemental standpoints and who understand the 

practices and lifestyles of sex workers, are not consistently available.  

As the discussion (below) on the relationship between law enforcement and public 

health suggests, interventions and access to justice are not separate but collectively 

intertwined through multiagency partnership work to deliver a range of services. 

While they are displayed in the HRC separately, in practice they are interwoven in 

design and delivery. For officers, this is the final decision they will make regarding 

which response(s) to initiate.  

 

Embedding the Compass into Practice  

Several issues need to be considered when embedding the Compass into policing 

practice (and at the time of writing while the HRC is mainly a theoretical model, it has 

been approved at the highest level, and implementation has begun into police 

forces). Such implementation, although delayed by the Covid-19 emergency during 

2020, has started, with plans to measure the understanding of the model by officers 

on the ground. In England and Wales the Guidance to police forces, created through 

the National Police Chief Council, is not legally binding. All chief constables signed 

up to the Guidance, but each Chief Constable has operational independence and 

each warranted officer has professional discretion. There are no means to ensure 

that the Guidance is implemented. There have been attempts to embed the 

Guidance and the Compass throughout its development stages into annual training 

for police officers responsible for policing sex work. Longer-term training is, however, 

not readily achievable given the reduced training provided to new recruits and 

frontline officers. Among the elements of police training that have to be prioritised, 

harm reduction for sex work communities is not, unfortunately, high on the list. As 

regards the co-ordination of information around prostitution and sex work, there has 

recently been a structural change to co-ordination of communication between forces 

and the national leadership, with the appointment of regional leads and a knowledge 

hub in 2020. The Harm Reduction Compass, which fits with the planning noted in 
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‘Policing Vision 2025’ (NPCC 2016), and has the potential to protect the vulnerable 

and increase partnerships with the community, is a new model of service delivery so 

needs to be promoted in this communication network to achieve its potential for 

transformational change  

 

Policing, Health and Reform 

There has been a focus on the relationship between law enforcement and public 

health for some years now, with a review article by Van Dijk and colleagues (2019) 

describing how in countries where welfare states are developed there has been a 

merging of roles from state organisations that share ‘social work’ type duties. This 

relationship between public health and policing grew over time, as social welfare and 

public health evolved together particularly around issues of domestic violence, child 

protection, drug use (Maher and Dixon 1999), and mental health (Morgan and 

Paterson 2019). Punch and James (2017) note the long standing relationship which 

can be traced in both the US and UK to the late 1960s and 70s, where social service 

tasks invariably called upon the police to find, secure, protect, and rescue the 

vulnerable, ill and destitute. Punch and James (2017) document the history of this 

relationship between law enforcement and public health in the US and UK, as co-

operation develops so too dysfunctional clashes of culture, roles and resources can 

hinder progress.  

As the role of the police evolves dealing with crime becomes only one element of the 

work (Erikson 2007), assisting with public welfare issues has crept up the agenda to 

become a key priority for police forces across the EU. While the definition of what 

‘vulnerability’ actually means is contested, both within academic circles and policing 

operations, there is no doubt that assisting individuals who are in need of health, 

welfare and social support dominates the everyday work of policing agencies. Keay 

and Kirby (2018: 428) advise there is a ‘central importance of the police in a 

multiagency triage process’ where signposting individuals to relevant intervention 

agencies becomes a feature of operational duties with vulnerable adults. Defining 

who is vulnerable and delignating the role of the police as opposed to the 

responsibilities of other agencies, is often a core element of the partnership work 

described in Figure 3. Brown and Sanders (2017) note the pragmatic use of the 

concept of ‘vulnerability’ in relation to street sex work, evidencing how the concept 

can be a common language in partnership work. Vulnerability is at the heart of the 

Harm Reduction Compass, offering different policing solutions across criminal 

justice, community approaches and public health. 

 

Police Reform and Occupational Change 

The Harm Reduction Compass proposes a change in operational practice to 

advance understanding, attitude and approach. The model can operate at a 

grassroots level but there are tangential but important changes that take longer in 

terms of organisational change. Schein (2010) defined organisational culture in 

terms of three levels: 1) artefacts (surface level); 2) espoused beliefs and 3) basic 
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underlying assumptions (deepest level). The exercise of discretion by police is 

informed by their sense of morality and priority of different interventions embedded in 

police culture (the three aspects to police culture being police suspiciousness, 

internal solidarity, and social isolation (first identified by Skolnick (1966)). In policing, 

operational culture also interacts with individual policing style and of course there is 

cultural variation within forces and indeed nations states. Both the Guidance and the 

Harm Reduction Compass try to improve the surface level aspect of the culture – this 

means the daily responses of the police to the sex work community.  

There is a greater ambition of wanting to make changes to underlying assumptions 

in the way police interact with those selling sex and the role of the police to prioritise 

harm reduction. The Compass explicitly tries to change the narrative around 

terminology by using a range of different categories/labels for various sex work 

activities and moves the language to adult sexual exploitation. The Guidance 

requires officers to put pre-held opinions and assumptions about sex work and sex 

workers to one side and to recognise a spectrum of experience and engagement: 

The police starting point should ensure that we do not start from a position 

that treats sex workers as criminals simply for being sex workers. The act of 

selling sex is not illegal per se. Whilst certain practices may amount to the 

commission of an offence, consideration should be given to the wider public 

interest. The focus of law enforcement activity should be to improve safety 

and to target those who exploit or cause harm (NPCC Guidance 2019 section 

3.4) 

Language here is important.  Author D (2019: 385), for example, argues that 

‘prostitution’ is a “culturally loaded term and is insufficiently precise in describing the 

different contexts in which the exchange of sex for money or other resources 

between adults takes place”.  It is culturally loaded in that it links to ideas of 

corrupted sexuality (foremost female sexuality), yet also invokes a prurient interest, 

including among professionals.  As described in the welfarist approach, sex workers 

may be grouped into vulnerable victim or wilful offender categories, without 

recognising the complexities of autonomy and harm outlined above. Police attitudes 

towards, and understanding of, sex work matter because they may influence how 

officers exercise discretion (Jorgensen 2018).  All occupational cultures have a 

vernacular which can reflect and reinforce particular prejudices. The intent is for the 

Harm Reduction Compass to provide new vocabulary for making sense of sex work, 

in a way that will also shift thinking and practice.  So, for example, that officers 

recognise that rape in sex work is not as was once considered an ‘occupational 

hazard’; it is rape, and victims should be treated accordingly.   

 

Transferability Across Jurisdictions 

There have been various critical discussions on the applicability of prostitution policy 

across European countries. Kingston and Thomas (2019) draw on the policy transfer 

and comparative law literature to note the lack of coherence and implementation of 

the Nordic approach to prostitution. We also learn from McMenzie, Cook and Laing 
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(2019) how the expansion of the approach from Sweden to Northern Ireland, where 

the ‘sex buyers’ law was a clear policy transfer, how ideas, models and policies 

transfer from one state to the next. Whilst these two articles show how policy transfer 

has a detrimental effect on sex workers, it is possible that the Harm Reduction 

Compass will have traction in a wider European, and possibly United Nations’ 

context, where human rights approaches to integrating law enforcement and public 

health occur (cf. Author C et al., 2020). In many European countries welfare 

provision is better supported than in the UK and this model could also be helpful 

where there is no appetite for specific law reform away from criminalisation as it 

offers a shift away from criminalisation in operational terms as the concepts of 

vulnerability, harm and autonomy become guiding law enforcement principles and 

empower officers to interpret the legal framework. The model could be applied to 

countries where conservative laws against the sale and purchase of sexual services 

exist, improving police interventions in European countries, with specific relevance in 

countries such as France, Northern Ireland and Sweden where sex buyer laws are 

the dominant mode of regulation. We know from European policy analysis (c.f. 

Wagenaar, Altink and Amesberger, 2017) that while the overarching legal framework 

is set by national governments in statute, most prostitution policy is created and 

enforced at local governance level. The case of law change in Vienna, Austria is 

given as a clear example of where progressive values are integrated in policies (also 

in the Netherlands), and that the police were a key influencer in policy change.  

 

Conclusion: Continuity Across Policing or Resisting Change?  

This article addresses the longstanding question of what is the purpose of police 

work in this area of social interaction as Author A (2011) asks: what is their role in 

policing sex work/prostitution and when should the police intervene and in which 

ways? A critical element of this discussion is that brothel keeping laws are a 

stumbling block for harm reduction based policing. Section 33 of the Sexual 

Offences Act 2003 was designed for the closure of large brothels but the law 

hampers the police in trying to protect those experiencing most harm. In many ways 

the police would be more productive if they could relinquish the duty to implement 

some of the laws which harm sex workers and instead allow the police to focus on 

exploitation.  

Can these changes in Guidance create a shift in police occupational culture? To 

answer this, it is important to reflect on a long standing sociology of policing 

literature, specifically that which explores occupational police culture over time. One 

of the key features of the occupational culture is ‘espoused beliefs and values’ 

(Schein 2010). Despite progress over the past twenty years, the residual cultural 

dominance of white masculinity in the police leaves concerns that ideas about the 

‘wrongs’ of sex work could still be embedded in occupational culture despite action to 

change this. While the abuse of police powers against sex workers is not as familiar 

territory in the UK as it is in other nations (see above), stigmatising attitudes that 

place sex workers as offenders and deviants against femininity could well persist. As 

Davis and Silverstri (2020:80) note, occupational culture can explain police working 
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practices. Central to these working practices are the concepts of discretion and 

autonomy. For those working in the sex industry, these guiding principles for frontline 

officers could either help or hinder their experiences and outcomes with the police 

depending on individuals’ positionality on sex as commerce. It is this arbitrary 

approach that the Compass and the Guidance seeks to avoid and challenge. 

We know frontline police officers often resist reform initiatives which threaten their 

existing ways of police work, attitudes and behaviours (see Marks and Sklansky 

2014). Reuss-Ianni (1983) three decades ago described the variations within forces 

in relation to change, as ‘street cops’ and ‘management cops’ can take very different 

approaches to the same issue. Resistance on the frontline is evidence of two 

separate cultures at work in the police; distinct cultures between those on the 

frontline and those in management positions. For successful reforms to become 

rooted in culture there needs to be change from within rather than through externally 

imposed reform. Meaningful change, which has relevance and acceptance from 

those who are working everyday with the public, must be seen as contributing to 

helpful practice in police work. Loftus (2010) and Chan (2007) help theorise how 

police reform influences occupational culture, highlighting that ‘sensemaking’ allows 

understanding of how changes are interpreted in everyday police work (Chan 2007).   

The Guidance is a major step forward in terms of setting out the principles and 

priorities of police forces. In many ways this step change speaks to the problem of 

the slow pace of change within police organisations identified by Marks (2000) 

offering a vision and tool which challenges what has gone before. The need for a 

model which enables frontline police officers to understand the complex lived 

experience of sex workers’ lives on a spectrum, as well as the fluid and often 

changing nature of individual’s position on that spectrum, is beyond the purview of 

the Guidance alone. Busy police officers require heuristics and checklists in their 

decision-making, in terms of whose responsibility it is to act, and how to engage with 

other agencies. The Harm Reduction Compass assists with this on-the-ground 

decision making to make sense of complex lived experiences of sex workers in a 

quasi-criminalised setting.  

The HRC model began as a theoretical framework, and one which has been 

developed from reflections of how the police engage with sex workers and 

prostitution related issues and crimes. The model is ‘now live’ in practice but yet to 

be evaluated. The plan for evaluation is to receive ongoing feedback from officers 

assigned to the brief of sex work and prostitution, and through the creation of a 

knowledge hub in 2020, to use this as a space to share practice. A call for practice 

evidence will go out in 2021 to inform a re-writ of the NPCC guidance incorporating 

the HRC and the evidence base collected. There will always be problems with 

theoretically informed operational models and there could be more consultation with 

sex workers and activist groups if time and resources are made available. Ultimately, 

the police must work within the law, but can exercise discretion where those laws are 

incompatible with each other and with broader objectives of safeguarding. Law 

reform away from criminalising sex work settings would enable police to ‘fish in the 

deep waters’, enabling others to focus on harm and exploitation and not the 

breaching of ineffectual statutes. In this way the police become a protective and 
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safeguarding agency for all those who are victims of crime. Indeed the legitimacy of 

policing in a post-Covid19 environment may depend upon it. 
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Table 1: Prostitution Arrests 2015 – 2019 (Crown Prosecution Service).  
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