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Abstract
This is a reflexive account of carrying out ‘dirty research’ on cis women’s experiences of
working as erotic dancers while at university in the UK. Focusing on the recruitment
process, I discuss how universities avoided becoming ‘subjects’ of research by blocking
the study and labelling it ‘extremely sensitive’ or ‘inappropriate’. By scrutinising the
fieldwork, this revealed the prevalence of whorephobia within Higher Education and the
general, rather than idiosyncratic, prioritisation of institutional reputation management at
the expense of silencing marginalised voices and experiences. This article adds to
scholarship problematising the taken-for-granted, subjective power wielded by research
ethics committees which has the potential to curtail academic freedom and the advance-
ment of knowledge and debate within specific fields. By restricting access to potential
participants and through delay tactics, this hindered my ability to carry out the initial
research design, shaping the type of data gathered and the knowledge I was able to
contribute to this already under-researched area of study.
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Introduction

The ‘student by day, sex worker by night’ phenomenon has attracted widespread media
attention in the UK for over two decades (Busby, 2018; Channel 5, 2019; Hall, 2019;
Hough, 2010; Robinson, 2020). It is estimated that 5%, or approximately 119,000 students,
are engaging in some form of sex work while at university (Sagar et al., 2015; Universities
UK, 2021). Despite such numbers, Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) have remained
overwhelmingly silent on the issue, and academic research is still globally underdeveloped.
Sex work has the potential to offer some students more money and flexibility than other
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‘student jobs’, and given the growth in sexual commerce and ‘appealing content-hosting
platforms’ (e.g. OnlyFans, AdultWork, Cam4), it is likely that more students (and university
faculty/staff, particularly those with insecure contracts) will consider working in the sex
industry (see Jones, 2021), highlighting an important gendered1 issue in Higher Education
(HE) which requires further exploration.

In 2015, as part of my master’s thesis on student sex work and negotiations of stigma (see
Simpson & Smith, 2020), I interviewed Danielle, a third-year undergraduate student working
as an erotic dancer2 in London. At the time, Danielle considered stripping to be a short-term
‘student job’ that she would leave indefinitely on completion of her degree to then enter a
‘graduate job’ in her chosen career. Like Danielle, I was also a soon-to-be graduate—but with
a part-time job as a waitress—and during the interview, we discussed the hypercompetitive
nature of the labour markets. As two working-class women from the North of England, we
were concerned that we would not fare as well as other graduates in terms of employment
prospects or income after university, and our conversation turned to whether we would be able
to leave our waitressing and dancing jobs as easily or quickly as we had anticipated when
entering both industries.

In 2016, when I began carrying out my doctoral research, scholarly focus was limited to
why students enter the sex industry and their experiences of the work (Roberts et al., 2013;
Sagar et al., 2015; Sanders & Hardy, 2013). My thesis aimed to address a gap in the literature
by exploring what happens after university for student sex workers. The research started with a
small pilot study and a follow-up interview with Danielle, who, at this point, had lived as a
graduate for almost 12 months. By the second interview, we were both still working part-time
in our respective ‘student jobs’. Danielle started the interview by discussing the challenges she
had faced since leaving university which included the breakdown of her long-term relation-
ship, living with her parents again after four years, struggling to find and secure a suitable
‘graduate job’ and ongoing uncertainty regarding her future. I realised that the experiences she
had as a graduate were not exclusive to sex workers and so any claims I made about students/
graduates working in the sex industry could be potentially misleading and suggest that sex
workers are somehow unique or different from other graduates. While this may be the case, to
be able to identify and explore how working in the sex industry impacts graduate transitions, I
chose to look at this comparatively and to also examine what happens after university for
students working in ‘mainstream’ jobs.

The study was limited to students working as erotic dancers which was the most popular
form of sex work for students at the time (Sanders & Hardy, 2013). I also assumed that erotic
dancing would be considered a more ‘palatable’ option that would garner less ‘ethical concern’
from universities in comparison to other forms of sex work as it is a legal, indirect and
relatively normalised form of labour3. I chose waitressing4 as the mainstream comparator

1 While the sex industry is by no means limited to cis women as workers, the majority of sex workers across all
markets are cis women (NSWP, 2017).
2 Throughout the article, I use the terms erotic dance/dancer/dancing and stripper/stripping and sex work/worker
interchangeably which reflects the different and interchangeable terms used by my participants.
3 The acceptance of stripping in the UK has continued to rapidly decline. There has been a steady increase in the
number of cities that have chosen to implement a ban of sexual entertainment venues. This ban is commonly
referred to ‘nil policy’ whereby a local authority refuses to renew licences or grant new licences, effectively
closing down the regulated strip industry (e.g. see Wall (2021) for calls to ban strip clubs in Bristol, Drury (2021)
for Blackpool and O’Neill (2019) for Glasgow).
4 When recruiting participants, I used the broader and gender-neutral term ‘hospitality worker’; however, all
participants referred to their job title as ‘waitress’.
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because I was familiar with the role through personal experience and due to the similarities
shared with stripping. For example, both roles are ‘low-skilled’, feminised forms of work
within the night-time economy that require workers to perform emotional, aesthetic, interactive
and sexualised labour (Adkins, 1995; Coffey et al., 2018; Sanders & Hardy, 2014).

From a labour studies perspective, I was also interested in systematically comparing sex
work with mainstream labour as the former is often considered to be inherently exploitative,
oppressive and fundamentally different to other forms of employment (Sanders et al., 2013).
However, this assertion is not typically based on empirical data, and while there is an existing
body of scholarship highlighting the similarities between the labour performed by sex workers
and workers in other occupations (see Bernstein, 2007; Ditmore et al., 2010; Lever & Dolnick,
2010; O’Connell Davidson, 1998; Sanders, 2005), this comparison is discussed in an abstract
sense or by combining two separate studies (e.g. Sanders et al.’s (2013) comparison of
stripping and hairdressing). Alternatively, my thesis aimed to incorporate the comparison
between stripping and waitressing into the research design. By doing so, I do not claim that
these jobs are simply one and the same; instead, I look at the similarities and differences
between the two roles and ask why these exist and what this means for the theorising of
intersectional inequalities within work and employment more broadly.

Following the logic of the pilot study outlined above, my doctoral thesis examined
women’s transitions through HE in the UK and their experiences of working as strippers or
waitresses while studying. Although I did not specify nor limit participation based on gender
identity, all 39 participants were cis women. I initially planned to interview final-year students
and to re-interview the same women around one year later5 as graduates. I sought to uncover
how/if women were able to leave their ‘student jobs’ and their experiences of entering the
graduate labour markets. Given the lack of research on the topic of student sex work, I
(naively) considered the rationale for the recruitment of students to take part in the research
to be both clear and justified. However, the recruitment stage became the most challenging part
of the fieldwork and unintentionally produced important findings in and of itself.

This article is a reflexive account of my fieldwork experience which involved being
repeatedly blocked and delayed by HEIs across the UK when trying to recruit students as
participants from their universities. While scholars have argued that there is a fine line between
reflexivity and pointless or narcissistic self-indulgence (Sanchez Taylor & O’Connell David-
son, 2010), I argue that documenting the challenges we face when carrying out research
considered in any way ‘controversial’ helps to expose and work towards overcoming harmful
practices and misuses of power that limit knowledge production. In this sense, reflexivity is not
simply self-reflection; it is a pedagogic process that reflects the kind of world that we live in
(Ryan-Flood & Gill, 2010: p. 5). The article begins by situating my fieldwork within the
broader scholarly context to demonstrate how attempts by research ethics committees (REC) to
block, phase out and undermine my research are neither new nor unique to sexuality
researchers. Indeed, scholars working across the social sciences in a wide range of fields have
a shared history of negotiating harmful institutional silencing mechanisms. However, by
reflecting on my efforts to gain permission to post flyers in universities, I home in on specific
examples of resistance from universities, student societies and external student support

5 This was deemed to be an appropriate timeframe given that most data on graduate destinations was—at the
time—gathered six months post-graduation. The typical timeframe has since increased, for example, the Higher
Education Statistics Agency now aim to capture graduate transitions data around 14–16 months post-graduation
(HESA, 2021).
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services that are explicitly whorephobic in nature and that function to protect ‘polished
reputations’ at the expense of excluding and silencing students who are already routinely
ignored and misrepresented (Putnis & Burr, 2020). The article ends by questioning how we
might reimagine and transform problematic academic traditions, codes and practices that
delimit other ways of knowing and offers potential ‘solutions’ that can be implemented by
universities to protect student sex workers from unique forms of discrimination, harassment
and bullying.

Reflections on carrying out ‘dirty’ research

Skeggs (2008) describes academia as a guarded place that not everyone can enter, where
knowledge is institutionalised, and bodies, power and privilege are organised and reproduced.
Historically, countless fields spanning across the social sciences have suffered ridicule and
delegitimation and were pushed to the margins due to their subject matter. This includes but is
in no way limited to feminism and gender studies, black and racial studies, indigenous studies,
queer and sexuality studies, activist research, criminology or, more broadly, any research
involving ‘taboo’ subjects and with ‘non-normative’ or ‘unloved’ groups (see Aldridge et al.,
2008; Keim, 2008; Kilty et al., 2014; Pearse et al., 2019; Plummer, 1981; Sanders-McDonagh,
2014; Smith & Attwood, 2014; Tiefer, 1995). For some scholars, their research area had real
and far-reaching consequences with some losing their jobs and others facing legal sanctions,
political opposition or even physical violence and threats to their personal safety (Flood et al.,
2013).

When reflecting on why my research with student sex workers was blocked by universities,
I initially assumed that this was a consequence of sexuality studies’ ‘dirty past’ and that sex
work research is still not considered to be legitimate within academe. However, this line of
thinking disregards and undermines the work carried out by sexuality scholars to successfully
shift their respective disciplines and gain considerable standing. Thanks to the wealth of
nuanced, interdisciplinary research produced globally in all the aforementioned fields, we
now routinely see scholarship that seeks to challenge and transform previously dominant
forms of knowledge production, as well as the mechanisms and protocols that marginalise
other ways of knowing (Klein, 2015). Furthermore, such scholarship continues to positively
shape public discourse and create more effective laws and policies which also act as clear
evidence of the value of researching seemingly ‘controversial’ topics (Huysamen & Sanders,
2021). Thus, while the understanding of sexuality research—and other fields—as ‘lacking
rigour’ has not completely disappeared from academia (see Keene, 2021), it is fair to say that
such thinking is outmoded. On closer inspection, I realised that I was not necessarily being
haunted by a dirty past as much as I was experiencing the effects of present-day whorephobia
within HE under the guise of ‘research ethics’.

Whorephobia is a term used to describe the hatred, disgust and fear of sex workers—that
intersects with racism, xenophobia, classism and transphobia—leading to structural and
interpersonal discrimination, violence, abuse and murder. Whorephobia is deeply embedded
within societies and is internalised by people of all genders which functions to regulate
(namely women’s) sexuality and reinforce traditional bourgeois gendered norms (Ellison &
Smith, 2017; Mgbako, 2016; Pheterson, 1993; Schaffauser, 2010). The stigma researchers face
through association is in no way comparable to the stigma experienced by those we research.
Nevertheless, carrying out sex work research can elicit whorephobic effects which means that
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one of the biggest challenges is coping with other people’s reactions to our research topic. Sex
work researchers are frequently met with mixed emotions/reactions and/or are not always
taken seriously (see Hammond & Kingston, 2014: p. 340). While distributing flyers including
the words ‘erotic dancer’, I watched as people scoffed and shook their heads disapprovingly.
Indeed, the flyers were met with such disdain that three formal complaints were made to my
institution’s Research Governance and Integrity Manager within the space of a few days. I was
also met on numerous occasions with laughter, ridicule and (bad) jokes. For example, I
received the following email:

Dear Jess

I have read your poster and I am rather delighted to hear that you are looking for
someone to assist you. With several years of experience in nightclubs all around
London, I feel I am the right candidate to evaluate your dance performance and skills.
Contact me at any time! (First email).

Dear Jess

I’m terribly sorry but my friends took the phone and wrote this e-mail, in order to make a
joke to me!!! (Second email, 10 minutes later).

When attempting to gather (more) evidence that the research was covered by my institution’s
insurance policy, I was accidentally copied into an email that read, ‘A request for insurance
approval please—but this one is slightly out of the ordinary!’ At every stage, the research
received a (negative) reaction of some sort which in this case appears to be either another joke,
a sense of shock or even a forewarning to the insurer. Similarly, when ordering sex work–
related books and resources to the library, I was told by a member of staff (cis man) that I had
caused ‘quite a stir ordering these types of books’, that everyone was talking about ‘the person
who had ordered loads of books on strippers’ and that he did not usually read ‘the boring
books on finance’ but that he, and others, ‘had made sure to have a flick through’ mine. I was
then asked why I was interested in the topic and whether I had worked in the sex industry.

I am frequently asked if I am a sex worker, and I have heard countless anecdotal stories
from other researchers who have been asked the same question or subjected to similar
assumptions. Would this ‘justify’ our interest? Or, as Price-Glynn (2010: p. 199) argues, are
such questions for titillation rather than substance? As I am studying two occupations, this
question reveals that this is not random. During the full research process, I was never asked
why I am interested in waitressing. Even if sex work researchers were/are working in the sex
industry—as many have done and continue to do so—why should this delegitimise the subject
of their research given the clear advantages of insider knowledge? (Bruckert, 2014; Colosi,
2012; Lister, 2015; Pilcher, 2017).

When I began the recruitment process, I was advised by colleagues and mentors to find
work as a dancer to provide access to potential respondents. While the researcher’s body is
typically absent from discussions of fieldwork, as if they are somehow disembodied (for
exceptions, see Ellingson, 2006; Harris, 2015; Hordge-Freeman, 2018), my body and appear-
ance came under constant scrutiny throughout the research process. I noticed that people
would scan my body before asking if I was or had been a stripper and I felt forced to reflect on
why, as a young, able-bodied woman, I did not at least audition for the role, especially
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considering that I had worked as a waitress prior to and throughout my doctoral research. As
stripping involves displaying the naked body, I found myself evaluating specific parts of my
body and questioning the meanings I attached to my appearance which I found to be an
uncomfortable process. I realised that regardless of how I felt about my body, the assumption
that I—or indeed any woman—can simply find work as a dancer ignores the stringent rules on
appearance within strip clubs and devalues the skills required to work in the industry.
Although there is variation among strippers, there is also an industry standard and research
has continued to show the immense pressures some dancers face in trying to obtain/maintain
the stereotypical ‘stripper look’ (Bradley, 2008: p. 509; Bradley-Engen & Ulmer, 2009).
During the interview stage, I found that several women were refused work in strip clubs and
pubs based on their appearance and due to their weight in particular, with some women
considered ‘too fat’ and others ‘too thin’. Nevertheless, this reflexive process was an affective,
emotional and embodied experience that shaped the knowledge I was able to produce as I
chose not to audition. Instead, I contacted universities and requested to post research flyers in
communal areas used by students. Unfortunately, this decision also hindered knowledge
production, and what follows demonstrates that despite claims that universities are ‘equal,
diverse and inclusive’, this sense of inclusion does not extend to all students.

Research ethics or whorephobia?

University response

My research was ethically approved by my institution’s REC in 2016 following an extensive
review. Based on my own institution’s guidelines for external researchers wishing to recruit
participants from the student body, I contacted the ethics committees (or equivalent) of
universities across the UK requesting permission to post flyers in areas of the university that
they deemed to be appropriate and/or via student mailing lists. To ‘prove’ that my research was
credible, the email request included:

1. A justification for why students from said university needed to be recruited for the study
2. A copy of my completed ethics application form
3. Evidence that the study had received ethical approval
4. Copies of consent forms and information sheets
5. Details of intended recruitment methods
6. Copies of both flyers
7. Evidence that suitable insurance arrangements were in place

I found there was a general reluctance among most universities to provide a yes or no response
to my request. I was repeatedly asked for additional evidence to verify that my research was
legitimate and that I was a credible researcher. While one university (see University C) assured
me they ‘believed’ I was ‘perfectly responsible etc.’, similar to Keene’s (2021) experience of
not being taken seriously and being considered ‘naïve’, I questioned whether, as a young
woman carrying out doctoral research, if I was also facing additional, hidden and gendered
barriers. It was clear that individual members of staff did not want to be held accountable for
the decision which meant that I was frequently directed to more senior members of staff and/or
to different departments to have any decision seconded. Overall, I found such responses to be
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delaying/time-wasting exercises as ultimately the answer was no. On the whole, universities
feared the potential reaction the flyers could provoke internally/externally and denied my
request as a means of avoiding liability. I have included the following (anonymised) extracts
from emails I received from universities to demonstrate the point further.

[University A] is not able to approve your request to advertise your research in the College.
Under our research ethics policy, this project would be classified as extremely sensitive and
would require approval by the full College Ethics Committee. (own emphasis, University A)

I will need to discuss with the sabbatical officers if they are okay to have this advertised in
their communal areas, but I don’t know what the chances of anyone responding are given it is
such a sensitive issue. (University B)

Your request is simple enough. However, I am not willing to take responsibility for your
engagement at [University C], even though I am sure you are a perfectly responsible, etc.
individual. (University C)

Generally, we are open to helping researchers from other universities but in this case, I am
afraid we cannot. While I perfectly understand that this is a legitimate area of research there is a
potential problem of managing responses to the proposed posters. If this were a [University D]
project we would not have such posters and we would ask the researcher to develop other, less
public, forms of recruitment. These posters might, potentially, give offense to some students/
staff and we would have no way of giving an explanation of why they are necessary/important
or how they have been approved. I am sorry that [University D] cannot help with this research
but I cannot approve, in the name of the university, this recruitment of our students on campus.
(University D)

Thank you for providing confirmation that City University’s Research Ethics Committee
has ethically approved your study and that all aspects of your research are covered by
[University’s] insurance brokers. However, given the sensitive nature of the research, Profes-
sor X has declined to grant approval for you to recruit [University E] undergraduate students to
your study. (University E)

I was granted permission to post flyers in one Central London university (in elevators,
toilets, message boards, etc.). However, the flyers targeting erotic dancers were defaced, ripped
down and left on the floor or put in the bin. I am unable to say with certainty whether this was
by students, staff or both. I attempted to re-post the same flyers on several occasions to find the
same thing happen again. The flyers were posted alongside other student projects requesting
participants for what could also be deemed ‘sensitive’ research, for example, research on
experiences of cancer, mastectomies and alcoholism. Nevertheless, it was experiences of
working as an erotic dancer while studying that students/staff considered to be so unacceptable
that almost all the flyers were taken down without permission. After discussing this issue with
several members of staff and other students, I found that the tearing down of research flyers is
not commonplace at the university and was told that students carrying out ‘normal’ research do
not usually have these problems.

While there are many definitions of what constitutes ‘sensitive research’, except for
University D, it is unclear what it is about the project that rendered it (extremely) sensitive.
Was it the topic itself? The methodological approach? The potential consequences of the
research? However, what is clear is that labelling the research ‘sensitive’ acts as a guise that
ostensibly relieves institutions of their responsibility to remain transparent and to provide any
further explanation of why the flyers were rejected. Although it is widely acknowledged that
RECs are increasingly ‘risk-averse’ (Huysamen & Sanders, 2021), by unpacking and
problematising the taken-for-granted logic behind this ‘justification’ to reject the flyers, this
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exposes further hidden meaning (Parpart, 2010: p. 24). For example, the response I received
from universities, combined with the ongoing institutional silence regarding student sex work
more broadly, suggests a ‘wilful ignorance’ (Skeggs, 2019: p. 28). HEIs are stubbornly
resisting what they do not want to hear or see, while simultaneously blocking attempts to
generate knowledge on the topic. This silence does not free institutions from liability but
instead sheds light on deeply embedded intersectional inequalities as such issues can only be
ignored by those with enough privilege to ignore them. Importantly, attempts to block research
or publicity relating to student sex work should not be seen as distinctive or individual
responses from certain HEIs (Sagar et al., 2015: p. 401). Silencing mechanisms can have a
damaging effect leading to an unwillingness to carry out research on certain topics which could
explain why student sex work remains under-researched in the UK and globally. More
broadly, there are several unreported, anecdotal examples of prospective PhD researchers
who were advised by senior members of staff in different universities that researching the sex
industry will inhibit their academic career (Roberts, 2018: p. 61).

The explanation provided by University D was more explicit and reinforces broader
whorephobic discourse in three ways. Firstly, by identifying a key ‘risk’ of the flyers to be
potentially offending some staff/students, this positions sex workers as ‘offenders against
decency’ (Schaffauser, 2010) or as a ‘public nuisance’ (Putnis & Burr, 2020). Secondly, the
‘advice’ to find ‘less public’ forms of recruitment implies that the university would prefer
student sex workers to also remain hidden, contributing to the longstanding exclusion of sex
workers from public space. Thirdly, the claim that ‘there would be no way of explaining why
the flyers were necessary or important’ also suggests that the experiences of student sex
workers are ‘Other’ and unimportant or at least not of equal importance to student matters
more generally. However, based on recent research (see Ernst et al., 2021; Hammond, 2019;
Simpson & Smith, 2020), it is now incontestable that a substantial number of students are
involved in some form of sex work while at university. This means that the ongoing assertion
that ‘there are no student sex workers at this institution’ is no longer acceptable. If universities
consider research that has been granted ethical approval to be ‘too sensitive’, ‘potentially
offensive’ or a ‘reputational threat’ (see Cusick et al., 2009), this raises serious concern
regarding the stance the same universities take towards their own students working in the
sex industry (Sagar et al., 2016).

To date, the majority of HEIs have responded to student sex work by either ignoring the
issue, taking a paternalistic approach with the aim of ‘rescuing’ students from the sex industry
or by punitively excluding students for engaging in legal work to (ironically) pay their way
through university (see Lister, 2019). Such whorephobic responses from HEIs can endanger
students’ lives, health and wellbeing if/when they feel unable to access support due to fear of
disciplinary action, stigmatisation and exclusion (Platt et al., 2018). I join Cusick et al. (2009),
Sagar et al. (2016), Roberts (2018) and Lister (2019) in calling upon universities to not only
break their overwhelming silence on the issue but to actively respond to the unique forms of
discrimination faced by student sex workers.

Students’ Unions and student societies

I assumed that ‘convincing’ Students’ Unions and student societies to share my recruitment
poster would be easier than contacting universities, particularly as the National Union of
Students (2016) had published a report urging Students’ Unions and HEIs to support student
sex workers specifically and had publicly supported the decriminalisation of sex work more
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broadly. While I was able to distribute flyers in four London Students’ Unions and one
Students’ Union outside of London agreed to post the flyer via social media, others appeared
to share similar sentiments to HEIs.

Due to the nature of your flyers and the subject content we would deem these as
inappropriate for distribution in our venue. (email from London-based Students’ Union)

I’m afraid that anyone associated with being a stripper is asked to leave our club as we are a
sports club. May be best to email strip clubs directly. (email from pole fitness society—
University G)

Unfortunately, as a University Society we have been working hard to shake off the idea that
all pole dancers are strippers and sharing your flyer with our members would mean
compromising that image. Although all our members are fully aware that not all pole dancers
are strippers, the problem is not everyone on Facebook thinks the same way. I hope you
understand that although we would love to help, we can’t put our Society in such a delicate
position. (email from pole fitness society—University H)

The deeply embedded and internalised nature of whorephobia is demonstrated by the clear
effort made by the student-led societies to avoid the stain of whore stigma (Pheterson, 1993).
Despite appropriating pole dance from strippers, the societies attempted to ‘shake off’ and
clean up the associated dirt due to fear of reputational damage, a fear that evidently extends to
all spheres of the university. At the time of research, similar attempts to distance pole fitness
from stripping had also become popular on social media—using #NotAStripper—which
reinforces the harmful good girl (read: pole fitness) and bad girl (read: stripper) divide that
polices women’s sexuality and behaviour. Importantly, the exclusion of ‘anyone associated
with being a stripper’ highlights how whore stigma spoils a woman’s identity and becomes her
master status (Bruckert, 2014). In this instance, women are no longer students with part-time
jobs as strippers but rather strippers who are not welcome in student spaces. Student sex
workers are at risk of bullying, harassment and abuse, and the extracts above serve as another
reminder that universities have a duty of care and responsibility to ensure that their campuses
are safe and inclusive spaces for all students.

External student support services

Given the whorephobic response I had received thus far, I decided to change my approach and
post the researcher flyers on a popular student forum that was not directly related to any
university, but that claimed to have one of the largest online student communities. The
research was specifically posted on the ‘Student Surveys and Research’ thread which was
described as ‘A place to post dissertation surveys and other academic research’. All posts must
be approved by a moderator before they are visible to other users. Within 24 hours, the flyer
targeting waitresses was accepted; however, the flyer for erotic dancers was declined and
removed from the forum. I contacted the moderator via email to reassure the organisation that I
was a student, that I had posted the flyers in the appropriate thread and that stripping is a legal
form of labour in the UK and to ask why one flyer was approved and the other was declined/
removed. I received the following response.

Thanks for contacting us. Your post, which is requesting interviews from students who
worked as erotic dancers, does not meet our community guidelines. Although we allow an
open discussion around sex and relationships on our site, this, unfortunately breaks our
guidelines as we are ultimately an educational site. (Student Forum)
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On the same day, and without explanation, the flyer targeting waitresses was also removed
from the forum. Following this attempt to block my research/recruitment, I replied to the
organisation to clarify that many sex workers do not associate either sex or relationships with
their work (Sanders, 2005: pp. 327–328), and while erotic dancing involves sexualised labour/
interactions, like many other forms of mainstream labour, this should not restrict this form of
labour to such discussions. I checked the community guidelines before posting the flyer and
requested further information as it was not clear how the flyers were not in compliance with
any of the rules or regulations set out on the website. I agreed that the student forum is an
educational website whereby students sign up and post advice, comments and requests to one
another—creating content and (indirectly) revenue for the organisation—regarding educational
matters. I was then told that the flyer to recruit waitresses would be put back onto the forum
that day and that there would be ‘further discussion’ regarding the flyer for erotic dancers. The
student forum also offered some ‘advice’ regarding my recruitment methods which was the
most telling of the actual problem.

What I would advise is that members of [the student forum] community are unlikely to have
worked in the industry, so you may not get the response you expect, and you would most
likely be far more successful sourcing your research from another forum. (Student forum)

The response above mirrors that of HEIs as there is an assumption/assurance that none of their
members/students are sex workers, followed by ‘advice’ to take my research elsewhere. This is yet
another example of how whorephobia functions to affect a fearful reaction to the research.
Removing the flyer signals an attempt to also remove the potential threat of association with sex
work and any subsequent negative media attention/reputational damage. Unfortunately, this fear of
media backlash is not unfounded, particularly for universities that have been publicly labelled
‘pimps’ and accused of pushing students into the ‘most dangerous profession on the planet’
(Coburn, 2021). In 2018, one UK university was targeted by anti-prostitution activists when their
Students’ Union invited a sex worker outreach project to offer advice and support to students at a
Freshers’ Fair (Busby, 2018). Rather than backing the Students’ Union in their decision, the
university in question fuelled this misinterpretation and responded by launching an investigation,
disassociating from the decision and making a clear statement that the university does not promote
sex work as an option for students. As previously mentioned, such responses from universities can
have real and damaging consequences if/when students feel unable to seek support from their
universities due to fear of stigma or punitive consequences.

Breaking (harmful) ‘traditions’

When discussing power imbalances within the research process, focus tends to be geared
towards redressing the unequal researcher-researched dyad leaving other forces of patriarchal
power unquestioned, namely, that of ‘ethical regulation’ and RECs. The aim of this article is
not to discount the importance of ethical review per se, but rather, to challenge the misuse of
‘ethics’. As an individual researcher, it is extremely difficult to argue against ‘ethics’ (which
are essentially principles designed to protect and prevent harm) and even more difficult to
challenge powerful institutions if/when they exploit ethical regulatory processes due to fear of
becoming subjects of research themselves and/or fear that any association with student sex
work could mar their polished image (Phipps, 2021). Boden et al. (2009) argue that there is a
common (mis)understanding of ethics and the role of ethics committees as upholding clear,
objective, highly scripted sets of rules and procedures which masks the subjective nature of
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ethical (dis)approval. Indeed, I frequently experienced individual professors rejecting my
request (for example, see University E above), and universities referring to ‘our’ research
ethics, separating their ethical code from that of my own institution. In such instances, it is
important to ask who has the power to decide what is and is not ethical and, thus, what research
is considered (in)appropriate?

Restricting access to potential respondents not only hindered my ability to carry out the
initial research design but also shaped the knowledge that I was able to produce. Blocking
certain research projects can uphold particular—gendered, racialised and classed—views of
the world and ultimately shape disciplines. For example, I was able to recruit several students
working as erotic dancers via a sex work collective. However, as they were politically
motivated to improve the working conditions within the sex industry, their commitment to
stripping may not reflect the perspectives of students more broadly, who may be less invested
or have different experiences and who may consider the work to be more transient. Thus, what
is at stake here is epistemic power and the politics of knowledge (Skeggs, 2008) making this
part of a much broader fight against the dominant mechanisms, protocols and discourses
within HE that continue to marginalise other ways of knowing and that contribute to the
perpetuation of injustices (i.e. gender, colonial and environmental, among others (see Temper
et al., 2019). Without research on ‘politically sensitive’ topics, we are unable to fully
understand or ‘solve’ social problems. Agustin (2005) argues that those without moralistic
views on sex work consider generating a deeper understanding of the cultural meanings of sex
(in its broadest sense of the term) to be an obvious and positive contribution to knowledge,

[Yet] ...even those who believe sex should never be commercialised, research into its
meanings should be important, for how will society stop, ‘control’ or otherwise govern such
widespread activity without understanding how and why it goes on?, (Agustin, 2005: p. 627)

Fifteen years ago, Popke (2006 cited in King, 2021: p. 2) estimated that around 1,500 articles
were published in academic journals each year concerning and critiquing the role of RECs. There is
now an extensive—and growing—literature in this area from scholars in awide range of disciplines,
and yet, the only trend we have witnessed has been towards an increase in the pre-emptive,
formalistic and bureaucratic regulation of research (Glucksmann, 2010). The very nature of research
and education has been reformulated by toxic conditions of neoliberal academia, and as the
university becomes more corporatised and privatised, ‘risk management’ becomes financial man-
agement (Gill, 2010: p. 231). Regarding the research discussed throughout this article, it appears that
efforts to obviate potential causes of litigation against the institution become themain concern, rather
than that of ethics or harm to research participants. Hedgecoe (2016) argues that we should expect
more and harsher restrictions on research which will threaten academic freedom and the future of
social research. There are clear implications for researchers if/when they limit themselves to projects
that will ‘get through’ ethics committees, rather than focusing on producing research that is ethically
justifiable and of socio-political importance (Hammersley, 2009).

My ‘failed’ attempts at jumping through countless institutional hoops to justify my research
and prove that I was a credible researcher demonstrate how ‘playing the game’ poses no
challenge to the current, unequal system and instead reinforces its power. Galvez and Muñoz
(2020) argue that researchers can—often unintentionally—become active participants in repli-
cating colonial, patriarchal and white supremacist practices when we uphold scholarly
traditions, codes and sets of ethics. If we want to incite positive change, we must open
ourselves up to the possibility of different alternatives and to bringing these to life. As Audre
Lorde (1984) famously stated, the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house and so
we must carry out the thorny work involved in collectively building a different house (Phipps,
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2021). Galvez and Muñoz (2020) anti-colonial manifesto is one of many examples of how we
might reimagine the ethics process. The authors challenge the typical top-down approach
applied within HE and instead foreground reciprocity with the communities that we serve.
While universities, researchers, and participants often have conflicting interests, by collabora-
tively addressing differences in values and power, it is argued that this can help to ensure that
marginalised—rather than institutional—voices and needs are prioritised. Similarly, and
regarding sex work research specifically, Huysamen and Sanders (2021) also suggest co-
producing research ethics protocols with sex work communities to set out their expectations
and the conditions under which they would like to work with researchers. While this logic can
be applied to a wide range of communities, one important and potentially transformative
outcome of students working in the sex industry is that we have sex workers who are claiming
academic space and authority with increasing frequency (Bruckert, 2014). This presents an
exciting opportunity for students and staff to work together not only to imagine new ways of
carrying out research, but also in developing ways to facilitate cultural change.

The examples discussed throughout this article demonstrate how whorephobia is
reproduced and how it functions within HE, making the university a hostile place for student
sex workers. Since I completed my doctoral research, there have been positive shifts within the
sector, and several UK universities have developed policies, toolkits and sources of support for
students and staff working in the sex industry (for example, see University of Leciester, 2021).
While it is essential that all universities break their silence and implement similar measures to
protect student sex workers from unique forms of bullying, harassment and abuse, at the same
time, creating policies can allow institutions to look like they are doing something about an
issue, or to claim that the issue has already been addressed, which in turn allows them to not do
anything else (Phipps, 2021). Alongside a lack of specific responses necessary to support
students engaged in sex work, more broadly, HEIs and governments are wide of the mark in
their understanding of the lived realities of all working students. The current financial support
available to students does not reflect the employment pressures faced by many, particularly
those with multiple roles/responsibilities or those working due to economic necessity and who
are consequentially vulnerable to exploitative and harmful working conditions and practices
(see Simpson, 2020; Simpson & Crossley, forthcoming). Universities and governments must
provide all students with proper financial support to ensure that they are able to participate
within the HE system as equals and that all work—sex work or otherwise—is carried out
willingly, as a form of supplementary income and not to simply survive.
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