Sex Work in America: Why Visibility and Protection Matter
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Look closely and sex-related work is woven through everyday life, from adult content and performance to sexual healthcare and online communities. LGBTQ Nation’s feature makes the case for recognising this often-stigmatised labour, while research highlights how criminalisation and platform restrictions can make workers less safe and less visible.
Sex work is broader than many people think
Sex-related work reaches well beyond the narrow picture many people have in mind. It includes varied forms of paid erotic labour, from stripping and webcamming to online adult content and interactive services, while other professions touch on sexuality without necessarily involving sexual contact.
That distinction matters. LGBTQ Nation’s feature argues that people working across these fields can face misunderstanding and stigma, even when their jobs are quite different. A study of OnlyFans creators in Germany also describes how workers negotiate public judgement and draw boundaries between their work and private lives.
The numbers are estimates, not a census
How many people do sex work in the US? There isn’t a precise official count in the sources available here. The International Union of Sex Workers estimates between one and two million, but says hidden or criminalised work is difficult to measure.
That figure needs careful handling: it’s an estimate from an advocacy organisation’s statistics page, not a representative national census. It also doesn’t establish how many US sex workers are LGBTQ+, a gap that makes confident claims about the community’s size difficult.
Online spaces can be both workplace and safety net
For many workers, digital platforms are more than a way to find customers. A US survey of 440 sex workers found that people use online services to advertise, take payments, screen clients and share information with peers.
But online access can be fragile. The same study reports that account removals and platform restrictions can cut income and make it harder to screen clients or maintain peer support. Workers respond by changing privacy practices, seeking alternatives and advocating for their needs, but losing a digital space can mean losing practical safety tools too.
Criminalisation can push work further out of sight
A review of 40 quantitative and 94 qualitative studies found that exposure to repressive policing was associated with higher odds of violence, HIV or other sexually transmitted infections, and condomless sex. The review also describes how arrest risks and criminalisation can isolate workers, disrupt peer networks and make services harder to reach.
The US legal picture needs nuance, too. Nevada is often presented as an exception, but a Nevada Independent explainer notes that prostitution is permitted only in licensed brothels and is prohibited in some counties. And while FOSTA is a federal law affecting online services, its text alone doesn’t prove every broader claim about what content might be removed; the practical effects need to be understood through research as well as the law itself.
Better conversations start with sharper distinctions
LGBTQ Nation’s feature isn’t trying to settle every debate about sex work. Instead, it asks readers to notice how many kinds of work meet sexuality, and how easily very different jobs can be lumped together under one label.
That doesn’t make every experience the same, or erase the differences between online content creation, in-person services and sex-related professions without sexual contact. It does make careful language more useful than assumptions. As the research suggests, stigma and restrictions can shape how workers earn, connect and protect themselves.
Recognising the range of work is a useful first step; understanding the risks takes listening, evidence and care.
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