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ABOUT SASE
Stand Against Sexual Exploitation (SASE) is a non-profit, non- 

government, voluntary network of individuals, professionals and 

services supporting women affected by commercial sex industry. It is

our primary aim to provide solutions to help women to leave 

prostitution and create a different and sustainable path for 

themselves. Through our research we have found that many women 

wanted to leave prostitution but were affected by stigma and lack of 

awareness of how to make this change. 

 There are currently over 100 UK services dedicated to the support 

of women in prostitution but the services they provide are often 

patchy and lack the resources and ability to provide long-term 

changes for women. To tackle this issue SASE works to bring 

charities, service providers, local authorities and interested parties 

together to create resources and a unified way of thinking when it 

comes to helping women exit prostitution. The SASE network 

supports service providers to be effective in supporting exit from 

prostitution through practice, policy, and law.   
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  Prostitution is a particularly gendered activity, with women most often 

purchased by men.  Prostitution is an activity that is increasingly 

recognised as both a cause and a consequence of gender inequality. 

While we recognise the involvement of others in prostitution our focus 

is predominantly on women. The presence of prostitution in a society 

that values equality is a constant reminder that there is much progress 

to be made in relation to the gender pay gap; the sexualisation of 

female bodies; and the disproportionate experience of violence and 

sexual abuse experienced by many women prior to their involvement

in prostitution. 

SASE rejects the use of the term ‘sex work’ to describe women’s 

involvement in prostitution and do not accept prostitution as a form of 

employment. SASE focusses on the context in which choices are 

made as opposed to any individual choice.

SASE therefore believe that the most effective and just strategy is one 

that that focuses legal attention on those who create the demand for 

prostitution (purchasers); that decriminalises those who are involved in 

selling sex (predominantly women); that encourages and supports 

women to leave prostitution through the provision of meaningful 

exiting support (our main focus); and that rather than normalising 

prostitution encourages society to understand the power relations and 

exploitation that commonly occur within this transaction. 

POSITION STATEMENT 



SUMMARY

THE EXITING GOOD PRACTICE BLUEPRINT
Ethos: Does not see prostitution as inevitable. A dedicated service. Offered to all women regardless of 

circumstances. 

Holistic interventions: Providing access to a range of interventions, including: 

THE FOUR KEY ELEMENTS OF 
EXITING PROVISION

A multi-faceted approach combining the most effective interventions

1, Proactively supporting women to consider their aspirations and the possibility of  exit in 

the context of not seeing involvement in prostitution as inevitable 

 2. Harm reduction services and support for women who experience relapse and reversals 

 3. A dedicated exit team that uses case management and tailored holistic                       

 interventions 

 4. A subsequent care plan for supporting women to maintain their new lifestyles   
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Drug treatment 

Housing 

Help to navigate the Criminal Justice System 

Education, training, and employment  

Health (including mental health) 

Benefits/finances/debt management 

Families and relationships 

Psychotherapy 

Peer mentoring  

‘Good lives’: Focus on strengths and opportunities 

Lapses and reversals: Allowing for disengagement, reversals and set-backs 

Partnership working: With mechanisms for meeting collectively 

 Case management: One-to-one personalised planning and support 

Prevention: Challenging demand and the issues of boyfriends and pimps  



INTRODUCTION

Women involved in prostitution have a range of needs, which can be complex and multi-faceted depending on their

particular circumstances. The challenges women face will vary. Research has shown that women can successfully 

transition out of prostitution without any (or very little) form of support. However, some women face significant

barriers and can even feel that change is impossible. Others will be somewhere in between. The provision of 

dedicated exiting services can greatly increase the chances of women being able to leave the industry and remain 

out of the industry. 

The level of intervention needed very much varies. For some women, on-going and wide reaching support may be 

necessary, however, for others there may be only small interventions needed to make change possible. The key 

role of service provision should be to support women to believe in the possibility of exit and identify the most 

straightforward path to making lasting change. 

Four misconceptions remain that are most important to address: 

READINESS FOR CHANGE
The belief that women cannot make change until every aspect of their lives is settled and resolved: 

In reality, women may be able to exit and then subsequently address other surrounding issues. For example, it may

be assumed that recovery from drug addiction is needed before exit. However, if drug use is a coping mechanism 

for their involvement then this would be ineffective.  
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WHO SHOULD RAISE THE ISSUE
The belief that exit should only be supported if women raise the issue themselves: 

There may be a number of reasons that a woman does not raise the issue herself, ranging from simply thinking

that she is not the right kind of ‘candidate’ to feeling so trapped that she cannot conceive of a way out. Services 

should have an open conversation with every woman about their aspirations instead of assuming that only certain 

‘types’ of women wish to leave. 

 It is also important to note that some women may not feel hopeful about the future and may doubt their ability to 

make change. They may be unaware of the support that is available or think that it might not work for them. They 

may not feel ready to initiate a conversation about exit but welcome someone raising it with them. These women 

need service providers themselves to foster the hope and possibility that may be missing from their lives and to

open up the conversation about the possibility of exit. 

Harm reduction services have been taught (erroneously) that talking about exit may stigmatise women or break 

their trust, and that women should come to this decision alone. As a consequence, they often neglect to take the 

issue of exiting seriously, with no dedicated service or holistic plan, and without bringing this aspect of service 

provision into the ethos and culture of the organisation. Sadly, this means that many women who would like to exit 

but have no idea how -  and/or do not yet have the hope that it is possible - are missing out on the opportunity to 

seriously consider exit as an option. Research has found that many women would have welcomed the opportunity

to open up a conversation about exit but were never given one.   

There should be no preconceptions about who wants to exit

MISCONCEPTIONS AND KEY SOLUTIONS: 1
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INTRODUCTION

Our approach to exit therefore recommends four key elements: 

MAINTAINING CHANGE

WHO NEEDS SUPPORT
The belief that only drug addicted women working in street prostitution need support to exit: 

It is clear that many women involved in indoor prostitution would like to exit but feel unable to do so. Their needs 

may differ from women involved in street prostitution but this does not discount their own need for a strategic and 

sympathetic support system. Women do not need to be in crisis to decide that they no longer want to be involved in

prostitution.  
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MISCONCEPTIONS AND KEY SOLUTIONS: 2

The belief that changing a lifestyle is the same as maintaining a lifestyle: 

Women’s exit from prostitution may be achieved by a number of practical interventions, such as helping with 

finances, housing, health, or addiction issues. However, once women have been helped to make these changes, 

their support needs may not end there. Maintaining a new lifestyle can be challenging, particularly issues such as 

money management, household management, forming new social circles, and even establishing day-to-day 

activities to occupy their time. Sensitivity and awareness of this process is essential so that women can be better 

supported and not feel compelled to return to an unwanted, but more familiar, lifestyle.  

THE FOUR KEY ELEMENTS OF EXITING PROVISION

1. Proactively supporting women to consider their aspirations and the possibility of exit in 

the context of not seeing involvement in prostitution as inevitable 

2. Harm reduction services and support for women who experience relapse and reversals 

3. A dedicated exit team that uses case management and tailored holistic interventions 

4. A subsequent care plan for supporting women to maintain their new lifestyles   

Four Key Elements: Proactively Promote Exit, Harm Reduction, Dedicated Exiting Team, Support to 

Maintain

Proactive Reduce Harm Exiting Team Maintenance
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CHOICES

 An individual’s decisions, motivations, and belief in their ability to make change cannot 

be separated from the external circumstances of their lives. ‘Choice’ does not happen in

a vacuum - choices are often made between two undesirable courses of action 

because of external constraints. As the context in which choices are made changes, it is 

possible that women will make different choices for themselves so long as they believe

that these changes are possible.  

THE REAL MEANING OF CHOICE

Involvement in prostitution is not inevitable

The aim of service provision, therefore, should be to widen the context in which choices are made, to make 

more options available, and to communicate these options to women who come into contact with them at 

the appropriate time. The very presence of services to support women actually changes the external 

circumstances of women’s lives and makes it more likely that they will be able to make positive change for 

themselves (whether choosing to exit or not).

 Choices have been made in response to limitations, lack of opportunity, survival, or even overt forms of 

control. Sole focus on the individual is thought to be ‘empowering’ but instead implies that their current lifestyle 

is essential to who they are and cannot be changed. It also ignores the extraordinary resourcefulness of 

women who have adapted and survived in difficult circumstances.

The reality is that choices are a combination of internal processes and external constraints and opportunities. 

No outcome is inevitable once services engage with people. Services must find a balance between respecting 

individual agency and acknowledging structural factors.  
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WHY NOT ALL EXITING SERVICES ARE 
EQUAL

Specialist workers, stronger links with generic services, holistic support, and case management 

 

Services often claim that they provider 'exiting’ support, particularly because it makes 

obtaining funding easier, however, this is misleading. Stating that support for exit is 

provided does not indicate the quality or efficacy of the services provided. In fact, some

services may offer only very limited exiting support and only to women in very specific 

circumstances. In fact, some services may simply adopt the attitude that 'we will help 

with exit if they ask' without having any systems in place to make sure that a range of 

needs are addressed.  

There is even anxiety amongst a number of service providers that if they openly offer 

exiting services, service users will feel pressured or shamed. The opposite seems to be 

true for many women. Service providers should rest reassured that their non- 

judgemental approach can remain intact while raising the issue of a woman’s hopes, 

aspirations and options. The strengths and limitations of varying models are:

Holistic Case WorkersBetter LinksSpecialists

Although harm minimisation is an essential element of support, when these services 

simply tack on exiting services to their provision in an ad hoc way, some 

opportunities are lost. Firstly, the services may only dedicate one worker to the role 

or have no specialist worker, which means that provision is limited. In addition, 

without a strong ethos that change is possible and fully supported, there is more 

likelihood that women will disengage and lose hope. Further, these services may be 

unintentionally selective and may focus only on practicalities without fully engaging 

with and understanding the exiting process. 

Generic women’s services offer an environment that moves women away from 

being surrounded by the sex industry, which can be demoralising as women attempt 

to move forward. On the other hand, women may be stigmatised by other service 

users and these services may not have the experience and/or capacity to meet the 

specific needs of women who are leaving prostitution. 

Holistic interventions are essential but there is a danger that women may feel passed

from service to service. 

Case management approaches, whereby one key worker develops a relationship 

with the service user and helps them to meet their specific needs are useful. This 

must be combined with strong links and networks to ensure that women are able to 

easily access the services they need.   
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THE PROCESS OF CHANGE

In terms of the decision to exit, there are a number of different exiting styles.

Some women will simply decide to stop and make an abrupt change. Others

will experience several setbacks, reversals, and relapses. Others will simply 

gradually reduce their involvement. Overall, both structural opportunity – such

as receiving support from services or getting into a new relationship – and 

internal (thought, belief, attitude) changes – such as beginning to imagine a 

new lifestyle or committing to exit – must occur. 

The internal commitment to change cannot be forced or artificially 

manufactured. Ultimately, successful exit only occurs once a personal 

decision has been made. Instead, service provision can create an environment

that encourages hope and helps women to reimagine their lives. 

This internal change also includes developing a new ‘role identity’, a new self 

understanding, a new ‘narrative’ about who you are and how you make sense 

of your life.. Adopting a new ‘role’ means feeling comfortable in this new way 

of life and being able to maintain it. Identities are negotiated, variable, and 

improvised – a person will have particular characteristics, beliefs, and values 

that they hold core and others that are more malleable. What they consider to 

be desirable and of central importance will guide change, they will then find 

ways of enacting and maintaining this identity. 

The challenge for women who are leaving prostitution is to construct a new 

role identity that can be comfortably adopted and that enables women to 

leave behind any stigma, guilt, or shame that they have experienced. This 

identity must also capitalise on the strengths that women have developed - 

focussing on strengths helps women to feel that they are capable of change 

and also guides both services and services users to make the most 

appropriate changes for the individual, which means change is more likely to 

be sustained. Change also involves being able to imagine this new lifestyle 

and role before actually attempting to step into it. 

One limitation is that for women, there is a very limited range of roles that 

women are able to imagine. These are usually very gendered (such as wife 

and mother) or focused on traditionally ‘feminine’ roles such as support and 

caring roles. This can limit their sense of possibility and restrain hope. It is also 

less personal than exploring interests and strengths and constructing a more 

well-rounded and personalised sense of self. 

THE NATURE OF THE PROCESS

What can be expected: 1

Change means developing and maintaining a new 'role identity'
9



THE PROCESS OF CHANGE

1. Turning points: Suggests that significant moments or events can trigger lifestyle and identity changes 

– for example, getting married, having a child, or a traumatic event. This is certainly true for many women 

leaving prostitution, where either positive or negative events may mean that they abruptly stop their 

involvement in prostitution. 

 2. Stages of change: Suggests that there is a process by which a person passes through a series of 

discernable stages. This has been shown to be largely more of a blueprint around which service provision

can be constructed rather than reflecting the actual process women take, which is less linear. The 

process as described moves from pre-contemplation (not considering change) to contemplation 

(considering change) to taking action to maintaining the change. The model also includes relapses and 

reversals. 

 3. Trauma: Suggests that dealing with trauma is an essential element for moving on from prostitution. 

For some women this may be true if they are stuck in negative emotions that do not allow them to make 

change. However, it has also been shown that many women can and do leave without the need for 

extensive support. This does not preclude them from accessing support after exiting. 

 4. Phenomenological and existential approaches: Suggests that role transition and internal identity 

changes must occur. It also acknowledges that feelings and emotions in human experience are central to 

the search for a meaningful identity. This has been shown to be true for women involved in prostitution.   

KEY ASPECTS OF THE PROCESS

What can be expected: 2

The key to exit is to help women to transition into a new way of life that works for them 
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BARRIERS AND MOTIVATORS

MOTIVATORS
Money is an ambiguous concept for women. Although having money can be seen as essential and desirable, some

feel that money earned through prostitution is in some way tainted or the need for money may be resented.. It is 

essential to understand that becoming more comfortable and confident with money is essential to moving on.

 Women describe wanting to be connected to their children, have a partner, and feel settled in life. Moving out of 

chaos and rebuilding relationships was particularly relevant to women working on street. It is noticeable that 

women were frequently sceptical about whether they would be able to find a suitable job. 

Although some women are able to exit without formal support, service provision is a lifeline to many women.   

BARRIERS
Women are likely to have experienced trauma and social isolation, both for those working indoor and on street. 

Women working indoors do experience verbal and physical abuse, although it is debatable whether this is less 

than those working on street. 

Drug and alcohol use is relevant to women both working indoors and on street. Crucially, these substances are 

often used as a coping mechanism. It is not only women who have chaotic lifestyles that may benefit from 

support to address substance abuse. 

Women who work on street are more likely to have involvement in the criminal justice system or to have daily 

experiences of fear relating to their environment than women working on street. Both of these factors have a 

debilitating impact on women’s lives. 

Coercive and abusive pimps or partners are often present in women’s lives and a barrier to exit, they may use 

control, coercion, pressure and threats to prevent women leaving prostitution and to govern their continued 

involvement, this can be the case in both street and indoor prostitution, including ‘managers’ and madams. 

Involvement in the criminal justice system can increase vulnerability, increase financial pressure through fines, 

and prevent women from being able to find alternative employment due to lack of experience and stigma. On 

both sides of the debate regarding prostitution policy, there is a shared understanding of the impact of this and 

the need to decriminalise the sale of sex  

What holds back and what drives change

Women are motivated by human connection, settled living, meaningful activity, and security
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The motivations of women leaving prostitution are no different from the very human aspirations that we all possess 

– human connection, settled living, meaningful activity, and security. A first step is to understand women’s 

experiences and how they may need addressing and then to map goals and aspirations.  



BLUEPRINT OF BEST PRACTICE

ETHOS
Providing a dedicated exiting service that does not see involvement in prostitution as inevitable and 

recognises that women in a range of circumstances may need support to exit.  

Access to support that responds to a range of needs

INSTABILITY 

Drug treatment – women-only where possible as this keeps women safe from exploitation 

Housing • Help to navigate the Criminal Justice System 

Education, training, and employment 

Health (including mental health) 

Benefits/finances/debt management • Families and relationships – rebuilding relationships is often a 

central component of effectively supporting exit 

Psychotherapy – particularly for women who have been significantly impacted by trauma 

Peer mentoring: Caution should be exercised when offering peer mentoring, although some women 

benefit from having the support of someone who understands and has gone through similar 

experiences, others may feel that it keeps them involved in a network that they are trying to move on 

from.   

PARTNERSHIP WORKING

GOOD LIVES
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Offering ‘holistic’ services does not necessarily mean that every service needs to be accessed by every 

woman, instead the focus should be on what is needed in the specific circumstances. In addition, some 

issues can be addressed subsequently. Recommended interventions are: 

Supporting a ‘good lives model’ of service provision that focuses on 

strengths, interests, opportunities, and motivations as opposed to 

simply addressing areas of ‘deficit’  

LAPSES AND REVERSALS
Ensuring that women are supported regardless of whether they are 

currently actively seeking to exit or have attempted exit but are 

experiencing setbacks/have since returned.  

 Including mechanisms for sharing information and easy referrals. 

CASE MANAGEMENT
Working with women on an individual basis to develop a personalised care plan and range of outcomes, 

with one dedicated worker who facilitates access to services and oversees the process for this woman.  

PREVENTION
Linking these integrated and holistic services to preventative work, such as tackling demand and 

addressing the issues of pimps and ‘boyfriends’. 
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