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C O R E Y  S H D A I M A H  A N D  C H R Y S A N T H I L E O N

MOVING BEYOND DAMAGE-
CENTERED RESEARCH IN STUDIES 
WITH WOMEN IN PROSTITUTION

The authors wish to think the many collaborators who have shaped our analysis, including 
the women who participated in the research, the students who partnered with us, and the 
colleagues who gave valuable feedback.  This work was funded in part by U.S. Office on 
Women’s Health, Office of Public Health and Science, Department of Health and Human 
Services Funding opportunity: WH-CCE-10-001



THE ROLE OF SOCIAL SCIENCE

• Driver of change

• Potential for harm and good

What is our obligation to our research participants?

What is our obligation to participant communities?

What is our obligation to society?



ETHICAL GUIDELINES FOR 
RESEARCHERS

• Producing comprehensive and accurate research

• Awareness of (un)intended consequences of our 

research

• Minimizing harm to vulnerable populations

• Providing opportunities for voice



DEVELOPMENT OF OUR RESEARCH 
AGENDAS

◼ Two different models of criminal justice alternatives to traditional 

prostitution case trajectories 

▪ Court-affiliated diversion program in Baltimore, MD

▪ Prostitution problem solving court in Philadelphia, PA

◼ Exploration of potential for prostitution diversion program funded by 

the Office of Women’s Health in “Peterson County” (MidAtlantic)

• Diverse state-wide coalition of providers and CJ actors

• Concern rooted in women seen as “cycling” through prison
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PREVAILING RESEARCH 

• Sex workers as targets of study and policymaking 

rather than as partners

• Exclusive focus on sex and sex work: An incomplete 
picture

• Qualitative and feminist research as multi-

dimensional, humanizing and collaborative

• Telling a different story: The Meaning of Mismatch



CYNTHIA TUCK’S FRAMEWORK OF 
“DAMAGED-CENTERED” RESEARCH

Tuck asks scholars to consider the harm caused by 

“damage-centered” research about marginalized 

populations

[t]hough visible in the literature, [marginalized groups] are 

invariably portrayed as either victims or perpetrators. These 

characterizations frame our communities as sites of 

disinvestment and dispossession; our communities become 

spaces in which underresourced health and economic 

infrastructures are endemic. They become spaces saturated 

in the fantasies of outsiders (Tuck, 2009, p. 412).



SEX WORKERS AS RATIONAL AND MORAL AGENTS 
ACTING WITHIN CONSTRAINED CIRCUMSTANCES

Before like, I would feel like shit like when I would just 

be trickin for like crack, or something. But now that I 

don’t get high, I don’t feel bad because I’m doing it 

to put clothes on my kid and paying my bills. And I 

don’t feel bad for doing that now, like, you know 

what I mean?  I feel bad when I did it for drugs, know 

what I mean?  I don’t feel bad at all for doing it to 

feed my kids.  I don’t.  I don’t.  I don’t feel like nothing 

wrong with it when I’m feeding my kids.  I don’t.  But 

getting high I do. – Gabby, Peterson county



MENTORING AND SUPPORT/HELPING 
AND HOPE

We’ve been out there; we know what goes on.  It’s that quiet 
understanding that you have with somebody that you can just see 
it in their face...Seeing their strength it bounces off of me.  When 
they relapse it’s like I relapse because we know we have that 
understanding.  It’s like [we are] going through this together, it’s like 
our emotions are all attached.  When one person goes back to jail, 
we feel that inside ‘cause we know that. But we cheer for each 
other and we keep each other strong, and that’s why it was really 
good that this program brought us all together.  Because a lot of us 
have seen each other either on the streets, if not in jail. [multiple 
yeps, yeah]. And maybe we’ve come across each other’s 
paths…Maybe we talked sitting in a sheriff’s van or something or 
shackled together somewhere.  Maybe...we’ve gotten to know 
each other intimately, you know what I mean?  And just that thing 
in your eyes, that things that says, ‘I know,’ and I understand that.   
And it hits you right here [gestures].  And I love you guys.

Project Dawn participant



POLICY GOVERNING SEX WORKERS

[I]t affects women negatively because women usually are 
caretakers for the family, like the head of household... 
Being away for a violation of probation, which might take 
two weeks to go to court and then maybe another 120 
days...it basically interferes with the upkeep and 
maintaining my family.   And I just think the system doesn’t 
look to females as the head of household and that they, 
you know, play a major part in their family and they need 
to be there.  And if it’s something minute like a 
misdemeanor or something of that nature that can be 
resolved in an hour or two or a day, then it would be more 
feasible than locking us up and taking forever to resolve. –
Ciera, Peterson county



CONCLUSION

Multi-dimensionality of prostitute women’s identities, 

goals, and daily lives

Inevitable shift from the options of repair, rescue or 

repression as women talk back.

Shines a light the systemic 

factors that shape 

women’s choices and lives

Connects “those women” 

who are the objects of study 

to us as researchers and to 

all women.


