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Abstract: The purpose of this research was to assess the motives, safer sex practices, and vulner-
abilities of male sex workers who sold physical sex during the COVID-19 pandemic. This study
used a mixed strategy, utilizing purposive sampling techniques to conduct 13 online surveys with
male sex workers working in Portugal during the COVID-19 pandemic. Participants were aged
between 23 and 47 years old and mostly provided their services to other men. Additionally, half
of the participants were immigrants. Participants mentioned paying for essential expenses (rent,
food, phone, etc.), having money for day-to-day expenses, wanting to, and enjoying it, as their main
motives for engaging in sex work. Regarding sexual practices, 3 to 11 participants did not always
or did not consistently use condoms during penetrative sex with their clients. Thematic analysis
was used to identify the following repeated patterns of meaning regarding COVID-19-related vul-
nerabilities, encompassing a loss of clients and income, increased work availability, price reductions
and negotiation difficulties, emotional functioning, health care access, safer sex negotiations, age,
and immigration status. The findings serve as a basis for recommendations regarding social policies
aimed at male sex workers who sell physical sex in Portugal.

Keywords: male sex workers; commercial sex; COVID-19; motives; practices; vulnerabilities;
Portugal

1. Introduction

The necessary policies to combat the spread of the Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-
19), such as social isolation and lockdown measures, have had relevant implications on
sexual activity, including commercial sexual activity. In the same way that HIV has cre-
ated specific challenges for sex workers [1], the COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted
the vulnerabilities of their professional activities, which are often associated with stigma-
tization, criminalization, drug use, violence, mental health challenges, unemployment,
homelessness, and difficulties in accessing health care [2]. Sex workers’ ability to develop
self-protection strategies strongly depends on their social circumstances, namely, the avail-
ability of community support [3]. In this regard, sex workers have been able to develop
some degree of resilience [4] and to draw attention to their specific needs, despite the
obstacles, social exclusion, and oppression fostered by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Although the stereotyped image of sex work is feminine, in reality, it is a heteroge-
neous activity also practiced by men. The invisibility of male sex work is associated with
mechanisms of oppression that are reinforced by sexual stigma, homophobia, and a lack
of systematic research [5]. Some of the scientific research regarding male sex workers
have focused on sexual health, behavioral risk factors, human immunodeficiency virus
(HIV), sexually transmitted infections (STIs) (namely, STI prevalence) [6,7], condom use
negotiations [8,9], pre-exposure prophylaxis (PrEP) use [10,11], and network and dyadic
characteristics [12], with all factors providing evidence of male sex workers’ vulnerabilities.
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The increased use of technology in recent years has created a new digital space for
male sex work, making it both more accessible [13] and, simultaneously, more invisible
due to the persistence of stigmatizing factors [14]. Many related studies have provided a
limited analysis of the transient online profiles of sex workers in these contexts. In turn, this
limitation prevents researchers from cultivating a deeper understanding of the reality of
online sexual transactions, which probably involve problematic and diverse socioeconomic
circumstances motivating sex workers’ online presence [15].

Portugal decriminalized sex work in 1983, but a political void remains due to the lack
of professional recognition by the state. In addition, the main conceptual understanding
of the reality of sex work is through processes of victimization and oppression that are
involved in commercial sex [5], accentuating the vulnerability and invisibility of sex
workers. The limited prior research regarding male sex work Portugal shows that most
sex workers work in apartments or hotels, the majority are young and foreign nationals
(mainly Brazilian immigrants), and their main motives for engaging in commercial sex are
of a financial nature [16].

In this context, the transformations imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic may have
aggravated stigma, discrimination [2—4], the risk of engaging in unprotected sexual activ-
ity [17], and difficulties in accessing health care [18], but, above all, access to clients and
income [19]. Given that the restrictions associated with the COVID-19 pandemic involved
restrictions on people’s movements, lockdowns, and stay-at-home orders, it is possible that
many male sex workers have witnessed a reduction in their number of clients due to the
social isolation measures imposed by health authorities or due to COVID-19 infection fears.
Thus, this study was developed to fill the gap left by the lack of studies in Portugal and
around the world concerning the motives, practices, and circumstances surrounding the
vulnerability of male sex workers who sell physical sex during the COVID-19 pandemic.

2. Materials and Methods

This research utilized a mixed methods strategy [20], using purposive sampling tech-
niques [21,22] to conduct 13 online surveys with male sex workers in Portugal during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Personal contacts advertised on Portuguese escort websites
were made to gain access to the participants. A total of 497 requests to participate were
sent through a message containing a link to an electronic survey, which consisted of two
parts. The first part contained directed questions concerning participants’ sociodemo-
graphic information, motives, and safer sexual practices, while the second part included
an open-ended question about the impact of COVID-19 on participants’ personal and
professional lives as a sex worker. The study’s methodological foundation was based on
a participatory paradigm, promoting an understanding of the relevant determinants for
social change [23]. Participation was voluntary, in addition to guaranteeing participants’
confidentiality and anonymity.

The data consisted of direct transcripts imported from the information provided by
the online survey participants. Thematic analysis was used to identify repeated patterns of
meaning [24], framing an epistemologically critical point of view that recognized that male
sex work narratives are socially constructed and linked to social oppression [25]. Inductive
thematic analysis was conducted using the data obtained from the semantic content and
the latent constructs present in participants” written responses [26]. Subsequently, the
researcher utilized NVivo software to assist in data analysis, namely, familiarization with
the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and
naming themes, and producing the data report. The author conducted the initial coding and
identification, which were later verified, discussed, and refined through coding consistency
with two independent experts in the fields of sexuality and psychology. In cases where a
match occurred, the researcher and the experts engaged in discussions in order to reach
a consensus.
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3. Results
3.1. Sociodemographic Information

The study recruited 13 male sex workers in Portugal who offered physical sexual
services during the COVID-19 pandemic. Data collection took place during the month of
January 2021, in the midst of the pandemic’s third wave in Portugal, which corresponded
to the greatest infection peak in the country and forced the government to impose a
general strict lockdown that lasted for several weeks. Participants” ages ranged between
23 and 47 years old, with five identifying themselves as gay, six as bisexual, and two as
heterosexual. Seven participants were Portuguese nationals, five were Brazilian immigrants,
and one was an Uzbek immigrant. Most men worked with other men, couples, and
women, especially at their homes, at clients” homes, at hotels, or online or via online
applications. The number of weekly clients varied between 1 and 10. Most participants
claimed to be HIV negative, but only six were on PrEP. Table 1 displays participants’
sociodemographic information.

3.2. Motives

Table 2 provides a more detailed description of sex workers’ primary professional
motives during the pandemic. The most important motives mentioned were wanting
to, paying for essential expenses (rent, food, phone, etc.), having money for day-to-day
expenses, because sex work is exciting, and enjoying it. Table 2 displays additional motives
for engaging in sex work mentioned by participants.

3.3. Sexual Practices

As shown in Table 3, only 61.5% of participants claimed that they always used a
condom when engaging in vaginal sex, 76.9% for insertive anal sex, and 61.5% for receptive
anal sex. This finding signifies that participants partook in a considerable number of sexual
activities involving penetrative sex that implied elevated HIV and STI transmission risks.

3.4. Social Vulnerabilities
3.4.1. Loss of Customers and Income

All participants reported that the main impact of the COVID-19 pandemic was a drop
in their number of customers and, consequently, a drop in income. This reduction in clients
may have been related to the consequences of health policies that limited social interactions
through lockdowns and stay-at-home orders. These policies could have deterred clients
from seeking out sex workers’ services, while simultaneously encouraging sex workers to
take precautionary measures to avoid COVID-19 infection risks. All participants exercised
their professional activities online and, given that sex work is not legally regulated in
Portugal, participants were unable to request government financial support to assist with
any financial difficulties that may have arisen as a result of the pandemic. Moreover, most
participants were single and lived alone, increasing the likelihood of lacking family, friends,
or social support networks, thus intensifying isolation experiences. The aforementioned
findings are illustrated by select participant quotations below:

“I have a lot of difficulties paying my daily bills, rent, electricity, water, Internet, food,
transportation ... My few savings are running out, and I have no way to save enough
to pay my expenses ... All because customers have decreased dramatically. Now, if
I manage to get 3 or 4 customers in a week, it is already very good, while, before the
pandemic, I could easily have had 15.”

Sex worker #4, 27 years old, bisexual, Brazilian immigrant.
“There has been a big drop in calls. My biggest source of income is from trips outside

Lisbon, namely to Madrid, Paris, and Rome. With airports closed, I was trapped in a city
where customers do not have enough money to pay for my services.”

Sex worker #3, 37 years old, gay, Brazilian immigrant.



Societies 2021, 11,118

40f13

Table 1. Sociodemographic Information.

Time

Sex Worker Age Sexual Nationalit Client Marital Status ~ Workine as a Work Days/Hours # of Clients HIV PrEP
Number 8 Orientation y Description 8 Location of Work per Week Status Usage
Sex Worker
Shared apartment
Men . At home 3 days
1 32 Gay Portuguese Gay couples Single 2 years At clients’ homes 4h/day 10 Neg. No
Hotels
e Men . At home 3 days
2 27 Gay Brazilian Gay couples Single 1 year At clients’ homes 24h/day 3 Neg. Yes
Men At home 7 da
3 37 Gay Brazilian N Single 2 years At clients” homes ys 10 Unknown Yes
Gay couples 5h/day
Hotels
Men
At home
4 27 Bisexual Brazilian W omen Single 8 years Hotels 7 days/ 4 Neg. Yes
Straight couples . 24 h/day
Online apps
Gay couples
Women At home
. Straight couples . At clients” homes 3 days/
5 28 Straight Portuguese Lesbian Single 2 years Hotels 12 h/day 3 Neg. No
couples Online
Athome
Men At clients’ homes 1day/
6 42 Bisexual Portuguese Women Single 1 year y 1 Neg. No
. On the street 1h/day
Straight couples
Hotels
At clients” homes
e Men . On the street 7 days/
7 27 Gay Brazilian Gay couples Dating a man 4 years Hotels 24h/day 4 Neg. Yes
Online apps
Men At clients” homes
. Women Civil union Escort agency 3 days/
8 26 Bisexual Portuguese Straight couples with a woman 6 months Hotels 2 h/day 4 Neg. No
Gay couples Online apps
. . 5 days/
9 27 Bisexual Uzbek Men Single 5 years Athome 16 h/day 5 Neg. No
At home
. . At clients’ homes 1day/
10 47 Straight Portuguese Women Single 5 years Hotels 4h/day 1 Neg. No

Online apps
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Table 1. Cont.

Time

Sex Worker Sexual . . Client . . Work Days/Hours # of Clients HIV PrEP
Number Ase Orientation Nationality Description Marital Status V;orkmg asa Location o}fl Work per Week Status Usage
ex Worker
Men At home
11 35 Bisexual Portuguese 5 W omen Single 3 years Bar/clubs 4 days/ 4 Neg. Yes
traight couples Online apps 6 h/day
Gay couples
12 23 Gay Brazilian Gayl\fglr;ples Single 5 months At cliAe ;}:;)’rﬁf)mes 2; S/agg y 1 Unknown No
Men : ,
13 45 Bisexual Portuguese Women Single 7 years Atéh(f.n ts” homes 4;1 azlls/ 5 Unknown No
Straight couples nine apps 3h/day
Table 2. Sex Work Motives during the Pandemic.
Not Important at All Somewhat Unimportant Neutral Somewhat Important Very Important
n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)
To pay for essential expenses (rent, food, phone, etc.) 2(15.4%) 1(7.7%) 0 (0%) 2 (15.4%) 8 (61.5%)
To afford luxuries, social life, etc. 6 (46.2%) 1(7.7%) 0 (0%) 3 (23.1%) 3(23.1%)
To save money 1(7.7%) 1(7.7%) 4 (30.7%) 3 (23.1%) 4 (30.7%)
To pay for school 5 (38.4%) 0 (0%) 3 (23.1%) 3 (23.1%) 2(15.4%)
To help family 7 (53.8%) 1(7.7%) 1(7.7%) 1(7.7%) 3(23.1%)
To have sexual experiences 1(7.7%) 1(7.7%) 5 (38.4%) 2(15.4%) 4 (30.7%)
A lack of family financial support 5 (38.4%) 0 (0%) 1(7.7%) 4 (30.7%) 3(23.1%)
A lack of family emotional support 7 (53.8%) 1(7.7%) 1(7.7%) 3 (23.1%) 1(7.7%)
Influence of friends 11 (84.6%) 1(7.7%) 1(7.7%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
Because it is exciting 1(7.7%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 6 (46.2%) 6 (46.2%)
To finance a gambling problem 13 (100%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
To finance an alcohol problem 13 (100%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
To finance a drug problem 13 (100%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
To have money for day-to-day expenses 1(7.7%) 1(7.7%) 0 (0%) 3(23.1%) 8 (61.5%)
To make my own schedule 6 (46.2%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 4 (30.7%) 3 (23.1%)
Lack of other qualifications/skills 10 (76.9%) 0 (0%) 1(7.7%) 1(7.7%) 1(7.7%)
Because I like it 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 3 (23.1%) 3 (23.1%) 7 (53.8%)
Because I want to do it 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 1(7.7%) 2(15.4%) 10 (76.9%)

I don’t know how to leave 11 (84.6%) 0 (0%) 2(15.4%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)




Societies 2021, 11, 118

6 of 13

Table 3. Sexual Practices with Clients.

Never Rarely Sometimes Frequently Always
1 (%) 1 (%) n (%) 1 (%) n (%)
Condom use for o o o 0 o
vaginal sex 0 (0%) 1(7.7%) 1(7.7%) 3 (23.1%) 8 (61.5%)
Condom use for o o o o o
anal sex (insertive) 0 (0%) 2 (15.4%) 0 (0%) 1(7.7%) 10 (76.9%)
Condom use for o o o o o,
anal sex (receptive) 0 (0%) 3(23.1%) 1(7.7%) 1(7.7%) 8 (61.5%)
Condom use for o o o 0 o
oral sex (active) 5 (38.4%) 3 (23.1%) 1(7.7%) 2 (15.4%) 2 (15.4%)
Condom use for o o o o o
oral sex (passive) 3(23.1%) 5 (38.4%) 1(7.7%) 2 (15.4%) 2 (15.4%)
Condom use when 2 (15.4%) 1(7.7%) 5 (38.4%) 0 (0%) 5 (38.4%)

using sex toys

“I have experienced a drastic drop in income, even after trying to maximize opportunities
to get more customers, especially over the Internet and by increasing service times. But,
it has not been easy because they do not show up. I have no one to ask for help, as 1
do not speak to my family members, they do not know about my profession, and I live
alone. Even some friends and former clients with whom I had a closer connection are also
experiencing financial difficulties and cannot help me . .. There are days when I have to
resort to community support services for essential goods.”

Sex worker #5, 28 years old, straight, Portuguese national.

3.4.2. Increased Work Availability

Almost all participants significantly increased their professional availability during
the pandemic, even during lockdowns or following increases in COVID-19 cases, with the
exceptions of sex workers #10 and #12, who limited their services. Additionally, participants
stated that they employed careful attitudes regarding COVID-19 prophylactic measures,
namely, using masks and disinfectant gel, as well as frequently sanitizing their workspaces.

“I started to be available 24 h a day, 7 days a week. I advertise my services by reinforcing
hygienic measures and ensuring, that they [clients] are safe with me, as much as possible.”

Sex worker #4, 27 years old, bisexual, Brazilian immigrant.

“Now, I usually work 72 h in a row, and I go everywhere—to clients” houses, hotels and
guest houses, over the Internet, and even on the street.”

Sex worker #7, 27 years old, gay, Brazilian immigrant.

3.4.3. Price Reductions and Negotiation Difficulties

Some participants reported that they have had to cut prices and even deal with
problematic customers that did not want to or could not pay for their services. The
pandemic also significantly impacted the customers of paid sex services and, as a result,
exacerbated sex workers’ economic vulnerability, as well as threats to their physical and
emotional integrity.

“I started to include the possibility of charging ‘low-cost’ prices to try to get more clients.
In comparison with before the pandemic, I have had many more customers leave without
paying because they are more aggressive and upset about the pandemic and because they
do not even have money.”

Sex worker #8, 28 years old, bisexual, Portuguese national.



Societies 2021, 11, 118

7 of 13

3.4.4. Emotional Functioning

Some participants reported that the pandemic and social isolation measures imposed
by the government did not affect them greatly from an emotional point of view. Explana-
tions encompassed personal reasons, such as possessing an introverted personality, fixed
habits at home, and having managed to adjust to the changes imposed on their routines.

“On a personal level, I think that [social] isolation did not affect me much, as I am already
naturally a homebody. I simply adapted to new circumstances.”

Sex worker #1, 32 years old, gay, Portuguese national.

“As I work mostly at home, and I am very much a homebody, I managed the need to be
isolated at home well. Of course, I go out, especially to go to customers’ houses or to the
supermarket, but I also started doing more shopping online to stay sane.”

Sex worker #7, 27 years old, gay, Brazilian immigrant.

However, most participants reported having felt very relevant emotional impacts,
not only due to income declines that generated financial problems, but also in relation to
inherent pandemic-related anxieties, such as infection fears, the distress resulting from
significant behavioral changes that were imposed by lockdown measures, and even exis-
tential questions.

“The pandemic has affected my life a lot, [and] it has worsened all aspects of my existence.
I became more vulnerable, afraid, anxious, and even depressed. I am in a very complicated
situation, mentally. It is not easy for me to deal with isolation, [and] I feel distraught and
disoriented. I find myself feeling a lack of interest in the things around me, but I force
myself to get up every day, so as not to lose heart.”

Sex worker #11, 35 years old, bisexual, Portuguese national.

“The main problem is the loss of contact with friends and family. I completely lost my
social life and that makes me feel very lonely and disoriented. I have not seen my children
in many months ... "

Sex Worker #13, 45 years old, bisexual, Portuguese national.

“It has forced me to reflect on my life values, [and] it has forced me to examine my decisions
and think about past bitterness. Unfortunately, it did not help to solve anything. On the
contrary, I became more isolated and felt greater uncertainty about my life plans.”

Sex worker #5, 28 years old, straight, Portuguese national.

3.4.5. Health Care Access

In Portugal, even during the most severe periods of prophylactic isolation, health care
access was never limited due to the COVID-19 pandemic. However, some participants
reported that they had to adjust their schedules in response to postponements and changes,
in order to obtain health care access.

“The pandemic forced me to better manage my time in order to keep myself healthy.
For example, PrEP or STI testing appointments have become more limited during the
lockdowns, but these always involve a certain number of unforeseen events, delays, and
postponements, which is understandable given these circumstances.”

Sex worker #7, 27 years old, gay, Brazilian immigrant.

Other participants indicated that they sometimes needed to use sildenafil for work.
Given the limitations imposed by pandemic-related restrictions, the online pharmaceutical
market became a solution to purchase this medication.

“We men do not run at full speed all the time. As I work 24 h in a row, sometimes I have
to take that pill in order to work. Fortunately, we can buy it online, easily and discreetly.”

Sex worker #2, 27 years old, gay, Brazilian immigrant.



Societies 2021, 11, 118

8 of 13

3.4.6. Safer Sex Negotiations

Some participants, even those not on PrEP, mentioned the need to resort to the possi-
bility of partaking in unsafe sexual practices, as requested by some clients. Agreeing to
engage in unsafe sexual practices was viewed as a means of attracting more clients and,
thus, minimizing any negative effects on income.

“I have had this job for two years, and I have never had an HIV test, so I do not know if I
am positive or not. If a client wants to pay a little more to have unprotected sex, I will
not say no. I think the responsibility is his.”

Sex worker #3, 37 years old, gay, Brazilian immigrant.

“I am HIV-negative and I am on PrEP. So, I feel a little safer when a client asks me to
have unprotected sex. I try to convince them that it is better to use a condom, but that
is not always possible because some men really insist. Nowadays, you cannot be picky,
[and] we have to take advantage of everything that comes our way.”

Sex worker #7, 27 years old, gay, Brazilian immigrant.

However, some participants also reported never having sex without a condom. In
some cases, this was due to the fact that they were involved in romantic relationships,
while, in other cases, they cited the high value they attributed to their health.

“I have only been involved in this life for 6 months. It was really necessary to survive
due to the pandemic. My girlfriend knows about it, and the one essential condition that
she imposed on me was to always use a condom.”

Sex worker #6, 26 years old, bisexual, Portuguese national.

“My health is priceless. Even if things are going badly, I will not have sex without a
condom. I have been working in this field for 5 years, and this is a fundamental rule in
my profession. Without a condom, there is no deal. I am STI-free and I want to continue
that way.”

Sex worker #9, 27 years old, bisexual, Uzbek immigrant.

3.4.7. Age

Three of the study participants were over 40 years old (aged 42, 45, and 47, respec-
tively). In their cases, they often pointed out age-related discrimination as a professional
obstacle that aggravated the customer shortage caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Ageism
is present in society, and it may have increased negative aging experiences among some of
our participants, in addition to the stigma associated with sex work.

“In this competitive market, younger people are more successful. It frustrates me a lot,
but I have to accept it. If | were in my twenties, I think it would be different ... I try to
use other advantages, since I work with a female audience, [and] I have to use age and
experience as a charm factor ... ”

Sex worker #10, 47 years old, straight, Portuguese national.

“I have been doing this for a long enough time (7 years) to understand the dynamics.
Customers prefer younger gquys. And, with the pandemic, older people will be left
behind. That is how it works. Sometimes, I think about giving up, but also, what is
my alternative?”

Sex worker #13, 45 years old, bisexual, Portuguese national.

3.4.8. Immigration

Poor economic conditions, national security issues, and a lack of respect for sexual
minority rights in migrants” countries of origin could be the principal migration motives
for several of our participants. However, several found their destination country to be
facing a highly vulnerable economic situation due to the pandemic and were unable to
find jobs, while others were unable to gain legal migration status, creating a context of
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enormous socioeconomic fragility. For many, paid sexual activity was their only means
of survival.

“I arrived in Portugal 7 months ago, right in the middle of the pandemic. As an
immigrant without many academic or professional qualifications, I could not find a job
and my savings only lasted for 2 months. I ran out of money. I had to enter this life
in order to survive. There is discrimination because we are immigrants, coupled with
discrimination against being gay and being a sex worker.”

Sex worker #12, 23 years old, gay, Brazilian immigrant.

“I was unable to find work during the pandemic, and I cannot legalize myself without a
formal employment contract. I have been living in the country illegally for over a year,
and I had to do this job to survive.”

Sex worker #2, 27 years old, gay, Brazilian immigrant.

4. Discussion

This research explored the motives, safer sex practices, and vulnerabilities of self-
employed male sex workers selling physical sex in Portugal during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. This research provides important contributions to understanding the effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic on an activity that is already highly invisible and subject to increased
risks and vulnerability. Regarding motives for selling sex during the COVID-19 pandemic,
most participants highlighted wanting to or enjoying sex work, as well as financial reasons,
such as paying essential bills and having money for daily expenses. As in previous stud-
ies [27], this study found that practical, financial, and intrinsic (wanting to or enjoying sex
work) reasons were the most prevalent motives for male sex workers to engage in paid
sexual activity. Previous studies have confirmed these results, underlining the importance
of men’s economic conditions when deciding to partake in sex work [28,29].

The COVID-19 pandemic has created an unprecedented economic crisis that has
forced many men to start working as sex workers to pay for their basic needs and everyday
expenses. However, others indicated that they also engaged in sex work because they
viewed it as an exciting and flexible activity. This combination of factors suggests that
male sex work is not an inherently negative experience among the participants. This
finding contrasts with those of earlier studies [30], which have highlighted the negative
experiences associated with the cost-benefit negotiations between the positive and negative
factors inherent to the nature of sex work, encompassing managing potential problems
with clients, psychological problems, stigma toward sex work, adverse economic and
employment conditions, and a lack of formal recognition by the state [27]. Thus, as
previously demonstrated [31], it is clear that many men’s motives for engaging in sex
work arose from the economic conditions created by changes related to the COVID-19
pandemic [4].

In regard to participants’ sexual practices, an evidently significant number of partici-
pants (5 to 11) do not always or consistently use condoms when partaking in penetrative
sexual practices with their clients. Increasing evidence has shown that there are several
facilitators that can increase the frequency of unprotected sexual activity between male
sex workers and their clients, including biological, behavioral, and structural determi-
nants [7,32]. However, very little research has been carried out on this topic regarding
male sex workers. On the one hand, clients may request that condoms not be used due to
the fact that they are men who often do not identify as gay or bisexual, may have regular
female sexual partners, and may not be informed about the importance of having safer
sex with other men. On the other hand, several of our participants indicated that they
use and are knowledgeable about PrEP, which may allow them to lower their guard in
relation to condom use [33]. In Portugal, PrEP is currently available at hospitals that
are part of the HIV hospital referral network, and PrEP prescriptions must be written
by infectious disease specialists after assessing patients at a high risk of acquiring HIV
or other sexually transmitted infections (namely, sex workers), after obtaining patients’
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informed consent [34]. Thus, it is clear that it is of the utmost importance to support more
systematic educational and informational efforts concerning PrEP access, in addition to
safer sex health campaigns aimed at male sex workers in Portugal. These policies could
not only encourage behavioral change, but also might promote innovative interventions
suitable to the complexity of these interactions, with the aim of reducing HIV and STI risk
exposure among both male sex workers and their clients.

Participants manifested several vulnerabilities in this study’s discourse analysis. All
men highlighted poverty-related risks and a decrease in income and customers. Partici-
pants’ vulnerabilities were reinforced by their need to make major professional adaptations,
such as increasing available working hours or reducing prices, as well as the more frequent
difficulties they encountered in negotiating payments, which demonstrated their increased
exposure to poverty, hunger, and violence in the context of pandemic-related lockdowns
and stay-at-home orders. As illustrated by other studies that evaluated COVID-19's im-
pacts on sex work, these vulnerabilities can increase poverty risks, as well as the need
to work at home, which may lead to confusion surrounding safety precautions and an
increased risk of violence [19]. Thus, this research highlights the social disadvantages faced
by male sex workers in Portugal, particularly in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Contrary to earlier studies’ findings [17], participants did not present excessive con-
sumption of toxic substances, homelessness, or severe mental illness during the COVID-19
pandemic, although some presented emotional difficulties associated with social isolation
and a lack of social support. This finding may be related to male sex workers” ability to
adapt to the adversities imposed by the pandemic, particularly their resilience in deal-
ing with survival needs [4]. In fact, as demonstrated by other studies [35], working as a
male sex worker is not related to any serious mental health problems, and the presence
of emotional difficulties among participants is more likely related to the context of the
COVID-19 pandemic, as it requires difficult adjustment efforts that can result in anxious,
depressive, and post-traumatic symptoms [36]. In the context of sex work, restrictions
imposed by governments to try to contain the COVID-19 pandemic caused major obstacles
to sex workers” access to specific health care needs [36], although this finding was not
communicated by our participants. The Portuguese government has maintained health
care appointment access, as well as access to PrEP appointments and online access to
medications, although sex workers’ specific COVID-19-related health care needs were not
explicitly taken into account [3].

Participants also referred to the accumulation of stigma factors, namely, age and
country of origin, in addition to the stigma associated with sex work, as factors of increased
vulnerability. In fact, a significant percentage of participants were immigrants and three
were over 40 years old. Immigration involves a series of changes, adjustments, and cultural
adaptations, which can increase stress levels associated with those already experienced
due to the pandemic. For sex workers, these processes also involve specific migration
trajectories that are embedded in body, gender, sex, and sexuality representations [37],
comprising dynamics that future studies should examine in greater detail. Regarding age,
risks include the possibility of having fewer customers and, consequently, reduced income
flows, as well as enhanced poverty and vulnerability risks. However, the need to manage
both the positive and negative perceptions associated with aging [38] could also be seen as
an opportunity.

This investigation contributed to findings showing that the COVID-19 pandemic
imposed important changes on male sex work in Portugal, creating worrying consequences
of vulnerability associated with stigma and invisibility. These vulnerabilities were exacer-
bated by the lack of formal research into sex work and an absence of legal regulations that
would allow for a better evaluation of sex workers’ specific needs. These results contrast
with those found by studies in the Netherlands and Belgium, where the state regulates sex
work [39], calling attention to the need to legalize this activity in Portugal. As demonstrated
by this study, the combination of various vulnerabilities accentuated by the COVID-19
pandemic warrants further research designed to explore the pandemic’s impacts and how
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it may affect other male sex workers in Portugal. Further research could also examine
how to implement specific actions to minimize infection risks, such as limiting face-to-face
contact or wearing a mask during sexual activity [2], in addition to encouraging lawmakers
to assign priority to this population during vaccination campaigns.

This research possesses some limitations. It utilized a small sample collected online
through sex service sites for men, and, consequently, it is not representative of all sex
workers who sell physical sex in Portugal. Furthermore, most participants were gay or
bisexual causing the study sample to underrepresent sex workers who work primarily
with women. Finally, the specific context associated with the study’s timing, carried out at
the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic in Portugal, may have intensified some participants’
narratives and views. Future studies should try to monitor the effects of the COVID-19
pandemic on male sex workers’ quality of life over time.

5. Conclusions

Male sex workers are key populations who are often affected by stigma that can
negatively impact their health and well-being [40]. One of the most insidious consequences
of such stigma is its ability to curtail the capacity of sex workers to fight for basic human
rights, especially in a country like Portugal where the political void makes sex workers
face a range of barriers when accessing health care services, justice services, and victim
and protection services, perpetuating experiences of discrimination and their exclusion
from employment legislation. In addition, following a participatory paradigm [41], this
study highlights the need to involve male sex workers in the design, implementation and
evaluation of interventions that concern them, thus allowing for a sense of control so much
need in times of vulnerability such as those inflicted by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Male sex workers who sell physical sex during the COVID-19 pandemic in Portugal
are a diverse population. Regardless of their sexual orientation, they mostly offer sex to
men, and many are at risk of acquiring HIV or being exposed to an increased burden
of HIV in the context of the global COVID-19 pandemic. The intersectional stigmas of
same-sex practices, commercial sex, and HIV, and the impediment of selling sex due to
the government imposed stay-at-home measures have increased the likelihood HIV and
ST risk [33,42]. Ongoing efforts to distribute PrEP to at-risk male sex workers should be
made available in order to minimize the complex barriers that hinder the consistent use
of condoms.

This study’s findings serve as a basis for social policy recommendations aimed at
male sex workers who sell physical sex in Portugal. Although not criminalized, sex
work is an activity burdened with stigma that should be regulated and dignified. Most
participants exercise this activity because they want to and because it is their primary means
of sustenance. However, a lack of recognition and legal regulation prevents sex work from
being treated as a normal job. In turn, this results in a context characterized by an enhanced
lack of protection and greater vulnerability, as shown by sex workers’ inability to access
state subsidies to compensate for financial losses related to the COVID-19 pandemic. On
the other hand, sex workers possess specific needs concerning health-related vulnerabilities,
especially in relation to the adoption of safer sex practices and discrimination, such as
ageism and xenophobia. Thus, the study results point to the need to create policies whose
impacts extend beyond the context of the COVID-19 pandemic to facilitate the protection,
visibility, and validation of male sex workers who sell physical sex in Portugal.
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