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Abstract

Some men who have sex with men (MSM) engage in the exchange of sexual services for 

money, drugs, shelter or something else of value. There has been limited research examining 

the factors that influence how male sex workers (MSWs) determine their fees for their services. 

To learn more about this, qualitative interview data were analyzed from 180 MSM from 8 US 

cities who had recently engaged in exchange sex with clients they had primarily met through 

dating/hookup websites and apps. The primary factor that affected participants’ fees was the 

type of services provided, with a higher price generally charged for anal sex than for oral sex, 

mutual masturbation or massage. Condomless anal sex, in particular, commanded a higher fee. 

Additionally, participants required more money for special kinks or fetishes or any services that 

they considered to be risky, demanding or physically or emotionally uncomfortable. Other factors 

that affected how much participants charged for a given encounter included the duration of the 

meeting, the level of client appeal, the perceived wealth of the client, and the participant’s current 

financial situation. Participants varied in their approaches to fee setting, in terms of both their 

degree of flexibility when negotiating a price and whether they preferred to suggest a fee or have 

the client first state an amount they were willing to pay. Information about MSWs’ approaches to 

fee setting provides greater understanding of their lived experiences and the risks they may accept 

for higher fees.
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Introduction

A portion of men who have sex with men (MSM) have provided sexual services in exchange 

for money, drugs, shelter or something else of value. Estimates have varied considerably 

across studies, presumable due to eligibility criteria and when and where the data were 

collected, ranging from a low of 7% to a high of 29% (Armstrong et al., 2021; Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2019; Meunier et al., 2021; Nerlander et al., 

2017). The most common motivation for becoming involved in sex work is for income 

(Bar-Johnson & Weiss, 2015; Henriksen et al., 2020; Mimiaga et al., 2009; Minichiello et 

al., 2002; Smith et al., 2013; Uy et al., 2004). Although some MSM rely solely on sex 

work to support themselves, others use it to supplement their employment salary, while still 

others—often youth who have run away or left home due to family conflict or rejection—use 

it to buy food and other things to meet their most basic needs. In recent years, particularly 

with the rise of dating and hookup websites and apps, there has been a growing number of 

MSM who engage in what Morris (2021) has called “incidental sex work”—i.e., informal, 

casual or opportunistic sex work (Morris, 2021).

It has been observed that the Internet and mobile technologies have transformed male sex 

work in fundamental ways that make it safer, more convenient and less stigmatized (Argento 

et al., 2018; Bimbi, 2007; Cunningham & Kendall, 2011; Jones, 2015; McLean, 2015; 

Minichiello et al., 2002, 2013; Scott et al., 2005). For example, Argento (2018) conducted 

interviews MSWs in Vancouver, Canada, who described the changes in their work as they 

transitioned from street to online solicitation. Participants reported that they found that the 

ability to screen clients and negotiate terms of an encounter prior to meeting has reduced the 

risks of violence, stigma and police harassment (Argento et al., 2018).

The rise of the use of dating and hookup websites and apps has facilitated entry into 

sex work (Cunningham & Kendall, 2011; MacPhail et al., 2015; McLean, 2015; Siegel 

et al., 2023b) and made it easy for sex workers to secure clients independently with no 

intermediary, allowing them to set their own fees and keep all the money they earn. Many 

independent sex workers who meet clients online can earn a good living while evading tax 

payments and see sex work as offering good money (Siegel et al., 2023a). Sex work can be 

a particularly attractive and flexible source of income for those who are young, less educated 

or discriminated against due to factors such as their migrant status and may find that society 

only offers them low paying employment opportunities (e.g., fast-food worker) (Cameron et 

al., 1999).

Sex work, however, also carries recognized health and social risks. By far, the most noted 

and studied has been the risk to men’s sexual health, particularly the risk of HIV and 

STI acquisition. However, the strong focus there has been on these risks may overshadow 

concerns more salient to sex workers in their day-to-day lives, such as the threat of or 

experiences of violence and harm (Mimiaga et al., 2021; Raine, 2021). Furthermore, as an 

illegal activity, there is also the possibility of arrest (Sanders, 2016). For those engaged in 

survival sex, who are often adolescents and young adults, avoiding exploitation and physical 

harm as well as meeting basic daily needs are pressing concerns (Dank et al., 2015). Finally, 
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those engaged in sex work are often centered on concealment to manage the risk to one’s 

reputation and stigmatization if others were to learn of one’s involvement in such activity 

(Siegel et al., 2022).

Little is currently known about the extent to which male sex workers take these various risks 

into account in setting their fees or what other factors they might also consider. However, 

this is an important question given that income is the main motivating factor for entering 

and remaining in sex work. Over the past two decades, a good deal of research has been 

done on the factors associated with workers asking for or receiving higher or lower fees, but 

most of this work was carried out in other countries and exclusively focused on female sex 

workers (FSWs) (Adriaenssens & Hendrickx, 2012; Arunachalam & Shah, 2012; Egger & 

Lindenblatt, 2015; Gertler et al., 2005; Quaife et al., 2019; Rao et al., 2003; Shah, 2013). 

In most instances, this research addressed whether there was a financial premium or bonus 

received by FSWs who provided condomless sex when requested by clients to compensate 

themselves for the risks they are assuming of acquiring HIV/STIs. This phenomenon of 

receiving higher fees or a bonus when providing condomless sex to offset the risks involved 

for sex workers has been referred to as a “compensating differential” and the evidence 

across studies of FSWs for its existence is quite consistent with some qualifications, but 

few exceptions (Adriaenssens & Hendrickx, 2012; Arunachalam & Shah, 2012; Egger & 

Lindenblatt, 2015; Gertler et al., 2005; Quaife et al., 2019; Rao et al., 2003; Shah, 2013). 

Other researchers have found that FSWs’ level of attractiveness can influence the fees they 

are able to obtain. Those who are perceived by clients to be more physically attractive or of 

a desirable weight can command a higher fee and often a greater compensating differential 

for condomless sex than those who are unattractive or overweight (Arunachalam & Shah, 

2012; Chang & Weng, 2012; Gertler et al., 2005; Griffith et al., 2016; Islam & Smyth, 

2012). Of course, physical attractiveness and desirable weight are socially constructed 

notions and can vary across societies or even among subgroups within a given society. For 

women in particular, how these characteristics are defined are clearly strongly influenced by 

heteronormative values.

Additional factors that have been reported to affect FSWs’ fees include the location of the 

meeting (with higher prices for out-calls than in-calls) (DeAngelo et al., 2019) and the 

duration of the meeting (Moffatt & Peters, 2004). Client characteristics have also been found 

to be considered by FSWs in setting their fees. For example, Gertler et al. (2005) found 

FSWs in Mexico gathered information about a potential client through their communications 

and by the client’s appearance to estimate how much he might be willing to pay and arrive at 

an asking price (Gertler et al., 2005). To date, there has been much less investigation of the 

factors that influence the fees of male sex workers (MSWs) and if they consider any of the 

different risks associated with sex work in setting them. Logan (2016) noted:

The most important feature of online male sex work in the United States is the lack 

of organizational structure, in that male sex workers do not work under pimps or 

in exclusive contracts with agencies as do the majority of female sex workers…As 

such, male sex workers are independent owner-operators who compete against one 

another and whose fees are not shared with others.

(Logan, 2016, p. 258)
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Using data from approximately 2000 men gathered from a large website for male escort 

advertising in the USA, Logan and Shah (2013) found that those who posted a face picture 

(as opposed to other kinds of photos) enjoyed a price premium. They attributed this to the 

fact that doing so “signals” to potential clients a sex worker’s commitment to truthfulness, 

discretion and the client’s safety, since it would be very hard for the escort to create a new 

identity if he was later found to be deceptive and his picture was shared on client forums 

established to informally police sex work (Logan & Shah, 2013). Using the same source, 

Logan (2017a) established that male escorts experienced a price penalty or enjoyed a reward 

based on certain physical characteristics. They suffered a small penalty for thinness, but a 

sizeable one for being overweight. Men with a muscular build realized a price premium. 

Additionally, men who were “tops” (penetrative partner) received a price premium and 

“bottoms” a penalty. He attributed this last finding to “gay men placing a sizable premium 

of traditional masculine (dominant) behaviors at the expense of others” (Logan, 2017a, pp. 

115–116). Finally, there was a price penalty for age, with lower fees received by for older 

escorts.

Studies that have analyzed male escorts’/sex workers’ online advertising or negotiations 

have reported that they often included what types of services could be provided (Argento et 

al., 2018; Blackwell & Dziegielewski, 2013; Jackson & Judge, 2021; Kille et al., 2017; Lee-

Gonyea et al., 2009; MacPhail et al., 2015; Pruitt, 2005) and associated pricing information, 

generally in the form of hourly rates (Blackwell & Dziegielewski, 2013; Kille et al., 2017; 

Lee-Gonyea et al., 2009; MacPhail et al., 2015). Two studies have found that sex workers 

charged more for out-calls than in-calls. In a Canadian study, researchers analyzed 75 

Internet-based sex workers’ advertisements (45 women, 24 men and 6 transgender) in 

which workers listed hourly rates (Kille et al., 2017). MSWs charged significantly higher 

fees when travel to the client was involved; this excluded related expenses like hotel, 

transportation costs and meals which were specified separately from the hourly rate. In 

another study that examined 163 profiles on a popular website of MSWs from Florida, while 

the focus was not on fees for services, the investigators did find that these varied depending 

upon where the encounter would occur (Blackwell & Dziegielewski, 2013). For meetings 

at the worker’s location, only 22.7% of MSWs charged more than $200, while nearly half 

(47.8%) charged more than $200 for meetings at the client’s location.

While MSWs have reported in a number of studies that clients often will try to induce 

them to have condomless sex by offering more money for that service (Bimbi & Parsons, 

2005; Mimiaga et al., 2009; Reisner et al., 2008), most of the work on a compensating 

differential for condomless sex has looked at FSWs, with a few notable exceptions. One was 

a study of MSWs in Ecuador (Shah, 2013). The data indicated that there was a premium 

for condomless sex and that it was greater where the local STI (other than HIV) rates were 

higher, suggesting a compensating differential that grew with the risk of STI acquisition. 

Logan (2017b), however, using data from over 6,000 reviews written by clients of MSWs, 

found that sex workers who advertised safer sex earned more (on average) than those who 

did not. He contended there was a segment of the client market, perhaps those who are more 

risk-adverse, that want condomed sex and will pay more for it, especially if it is challenging 

to find it in the non-commercial sex market (Logan, 2017b).
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In another study, researchers reported on data gathered through interviews with MSWs and 

male clients in Mombasa, Kenya (Valente et al., 2020). A majority of sex workers said they 

charged wealthy clients more and many added extra fees for massages, oral sex and certain 

sexual positions. A few MSWs also reported charging clients they were attracted to less 

money, suggesting they considered their anticipated pleasure in having sex with a particular 

client in setting their prices. Several men considered their own appearance and charged more 

if they had spent money on enhancing their appearance (e.g., nice clothing and makeup).

It is reasonable to assume most sex workers desire to maximize fees for their services, 

since they are assuming certain risks—e.g., of violence, STIs, etc.—that are in some cases 

proportional to the number of clients they see; so, higher fees may allow them to see 

fewer clients to meet their financial needs. Income is also their main motivation reported 

for engaging in sex work (Bar-Johnson & Weiss, 2015; Henriksen et al., 2020; Mimiaga 

et al., 2009; Minichiello et al., 2002; Smith et al., 2013; Uy et al., 2004). At the same 

time, however, it seems clear that they must offer competitive pricing to ensure their fees 

do not become a barrier to obtaining clients. Yet, currently very little is known about what 

male sex workers consider in determining the fees they ask of clients as there is a paucity 

of studies that actually examine that decision making process. To show that sex workers’ 

fees or earnings are statistically associated with certain behaviors or worker characteristics 

is not the same as saying workers consider these factors when setting fees. In the present 

report, interview data gathered from MSWs who primarily met clients in dating/hookup 

apps and websites was analyzed to investigate how they determined their services fees. For 

the purposes of this paper, Minichiello et al.’s (2015) definition of male sex workers was 

adopted and reads as follows:

The expression “male sex worker” is used in this paper to refer to sex workers 

whose sex as determined by biological markers was deemed male at the time of 

birth. This nuance deliberately excludes transgender sex workers in recognition of 

the different issues faced by that population. Most of the research cited in this 

article adopted this same definition of MSW…

(Minichiello et al., 2015, p. 2)

Method

Participants

The data for this report come from a cross-sectional study of 180 MSM who had engaged 

in exchange sex with male clients primarily met through dating/hookup websites and apps 

not intended for sex work. Eligibility requirements for study participation were as follows: 

(1) were assigned male sex at birth and current identification as men, genderqueer or 

non-binary; (2) were at the time of enrollment 18–45 years old; (3) self-report never having 

tested positive for HIV; (4) self-identify as Black/African-American, White/Caucasian or 

Hispanic/Latino of any race; (5) report fluency in English; (6) currently reside in the areas 

of Atlanta, GA, Baltimore, MD, Boston, MA, Chicago, IL, Detroit, MI, New York City, NY, 

Philadelphia, PA, or Washington, D.C.; (7) report having received money, drugs, shelter or 

other goods in exchange for any kind of sex with at least two different male partners in the 

prior three months; (8) report anal sex with at least one of their exchange partners from the 
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previous three months; and (9) report having met at least one of their exchange partners from 

the prior three months on a dating/hookup website or app.

Regarding the justification of the above eligibility criteria, female and transgender 

individuals were excluded because they use different venues for finding clients and have 

different risk considerations. The lower age limit for study participation was set at 18 

because the hookup apps/websites where MSM meet exchange partners require users to be 

age 18 or older. The upper age limit was set at 45 because preliminary survey data we 

collected before the study suggested that recent exchange sex was not prevalent above that 

age. Participants had to self-report never having tested HIV-positive as our focus was on 

differences between HIV-negative workers who did and did not use consistent protection 

(condom use or PrEP use) with their clients. Eligible participants had to identify as Black 

non-Hispanic, White non-Hispanic or Hispanic/Latino (of any race) because these three 

racial/ethnic groups account for the large majority of HIV-positive and at-risk MSM in 

the USA. Asian/Pacific Islanders were excluded because they comprise a small percentage 

of residents of the metropolitan areas where we recruited from, which would have made 

it extremely difficult—as supported by our preliminary survey data—to enroll adequate 

numbers of them to allow for meaningful subgroup comparisons. Participants had to report 

being sufficiently fluent in English to complete the data collection. As the majority of 

Latinos and nearly all non-Hispanic individuals ages 18–45 report they speak English well 

or very well, this criterion did not restrict our ability to obtain a diverse sample or disqualify 

too many otherwise eligible MSM. Residency in the metropolitan areas of New York, NY, 

Philadelphia, PA, Baltimore, MD, Washington, D.C., Atlanta, GA, Boston, MA, Chicago, 

IL, or Detroit, MI, was required as cities in the study in order to enhance generalizability 

of the sample and prevent the 180 interviewees from being sparsely distributed across the 

country. A relatively high proportion of National HIV Behavioral Surveillance (NHBS) 

participants from all these cities reported engagement in sex work in the past year 

(Nerlander et al., 2017). These cities also had some of the highest prevalence of HIV among 

MSM tested in the NHBS in 2014, e.g., Baltimore (30%), Philadelphia (27%), Washington, 

DC (20%), and NYC (16%) (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2016). We 

required participants to have had at least two clients in the past three months to ensure that 

the participants were engaging in exchange sex with some regularity and to ensure that they 

were doing so not just with one steady exchange partner. Additionally, participants must 

have had anal sex with at least one client in the past three months because MSM who engage 

in only oral sex are at low risk of HIV acquisition. Finally, we required participants to have 

met at least one of their clients in the past three months on a dating or hookup website or 

app because we were interested in examining how these venues might be a pathway into 

sex work. In the interviews, we wanted participants to provide rich descriptions of their 

experiences; therefore, we focused on the past 3 months to limit the period of recall that 

would be required of them.

Measures and Procedure

Recruitment and data collection took place between October 2018 and April 2020. 

Advertisements about a sexual health study were placed on dating/hookup websites/apps 

(e.g., Grindr, Scruff, Jack’d) and social networking websites (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, 

Siegel et al. Page 6

Arch Sex Behav. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 October 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Instagram) that were popular among MSM. While not explicitly stating that the focus 

of the research was on sex work, symbols and pictures on the advertisements suggested 

the research topic. The advertisements also stated eligible participants would receive a 

$100 electronic gift card for completing the study. By clicking on the advertisements, 

potential participants were redirected to a 3–5-min screening survey, with questions about 

demographics and recent sexual behaviors including exchange sex, in order to determine 

study eligibility.

At the first stage of online recruitment, the study’s focus on exchange sex was not explicitly 

stated in order to prevent men from potentially misrepresenting their participation in this 

activity to gain entrance into the study. Some social media sites would also not allow such 

an ad. Men, who based on answers to the screener were determined to be eligible, were 

asked to provide contact information so a team member could reach out to tell him more 

about the study. When called, the prospective participant was told that the focus of the study 

was on MSM who engaged in exchange sex. Specifically, the consent form stated, “The 

purpose of this study is to better understand exchange sex among men who have sex with 

men.” Further, in the consent form they were informed that “We are specifically interested 

in exchange encounters, which involve the exchange of money, drugs, services, housing, or 

goods for sexual activity. We want to learn about how such encounters are discussed and 

how the decision to engage in different exchange sexual behaviors is made.”

Those who wished to participate in the study were consented and went on to complete a 20–

30-min questionnaire administered by a study team member to confirm study eligibility and 

gather additional background information. Next, participants were sent a link, to complete a 

20–30-min online self-administered questionnaire, focused on recent sexual behaviors along 

with standardized questions regarding mental health and substance use, history of adverse 

events (i.e., violence, arrest, being forced to leave home as a child), specific sexual behaviors 

with their partners from the past three months and a few standardized measures. Finally, 

participants completed a phone-based in-depth, semi-structured qualitative interview with a 

study team member. These interviews, which lasted an average of 88 min, focused on the 

participants’ experiences with exchange sex.

Data Analysis

Interviews were transcribed verbatim. The research team developed a topical coding scheme 

which focused on the primary areas of interest outlined in the study aims. The transcripts 

were then coded in ATLAS.ti. Data for this report come from extracted portions of the 

interview data assigned the topical code “negotiation of exchange sex,” which was defined 

as “what the participants wanted to discuss with the prospective client prior to an in-person 

meeting.” First, a diverse subsample of study participants, representing different ages, race/

ethnicities and length of time involved in sex work was selected. Next, two of the authors 

worked independently to review their extracted data to identify the factors associated with 

how participants set their fees. They then met to compare their lists of factors and develop 

a single list that removed any redundancy. Codes were then developed for each factor. The 

two authors independently applied these codes to a different subset of interviews and met to 

resolve any disagreements in their assignment of codes. This step was repeated once more. 
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At this point, having reached a high level of agreement, these codes were applied to all 

the extracted “negotiation” data from the full set of interviews. While the subcodes were 

applied anytime fees were discussed in the interview, most of the material extracted resulted 

from replies to questions such as, “Tell me about how you determine what/how much you’re 

going to get”; “Do you have ongoing rates or are they flexible/negotiable?”; “What are you 

typically looking to make for different things?”; “Are there reasons why you would want 

more than your usual rate?”; and “Are there reasons why you would settle for less than your 

usual rate?.”

Results

A diverse sample of 180 men were enrolled in the study and completed in-depth interviews. 

Their characteristics are included in Table 1. Participants described a variety of factors that 

they took into account when setting fees to charge for services. Many of them were tailored 

to the particular client and to distinct behaviors. The specific considerations MSWs used 

when setting prices are described below, followed by the different approaches (e.g., level of 

flexibility) MSWs reported in setting fees with clients.

Factors Considered in Determining the Fee

Services to be Provided—The factor participants most frequently cited as having an 

influence on their fee setting was what sexual services they would provide to their exchange 

partners. Many men felt that they needed to receive greater compensation to engage in 

sexual activities they preferred not to take part in because they felt those activities were 

degrading, risky or physically and/or emotionally uncomfortable. In general, participants 

expected more money for anal sex, particularly if it would be condomless, than for oral 

sex, mutual masturbation or sexual massages. For instance, a 23-year-old Latino participant 

from Philadelphia reported that his rates varied by sex act, with a premium charged for 

condomless anal sex (CAS).

Right now, I do 85 for a blow job. I do 100 for a blow job, making out, and physical 

touching. For sex all the way with condom is 280 dollars. Sex all the way without 

condom is 400 dollars. Then I put that if there’s anything else that you want me to 

do, I’ll just charge by the hour.

A 20-year-old Latino participant from Chicago who said he generally preferred not to have 

anal sex with exchange partners, reported different prices for oral sex, anal sex with a 

condom and CAS.

I think in my head I have a couple of prices. For oral sex if you want me to give or 

even receive I’m going to charge around 50. And then also depending on how you 

look. If I don’t like you as much, if you’re not as attractive as me, I might put that 

up a little bit more. With anal sex I’ll usually just do a flat rate of 150 and if you 

want unprotected, I’ll probably skew it up a little bit more, up to 175 or 200.

Some participants also asked for different fees based on their comfort engaging in various 

activities clients may request. A 26-year-old Black participant from Philadelphia, for 

example, did not wish to be the receptive partner for any type of sex, although he would 
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reluctantly perform oral sex if the client wore a condom. However, due to his psychological 

discomfort with giving oral sex he charged more for that activity than for receiving oral sex.

I would want more if I’m going to perform oral sex. That’s something that I 

generally do not like to do. Just because someone’s doing it for me, I don’t know, 

that just feels a little bit less shameful, I guess? I don’t know. That, if someone 

wants to pay me $15 to give me a blowjob, sure, why not? If they want to pay 

me $400, great, but if they want to pay me $15 for me to give them, no, I’m not 

doing that. … I think it’s the idea of giving someone else pleasure for actual, the 

idea of getting on my knees for someone for money, I guess it’s a cliché but it feels 

humiliating.

For a 25-year-old White participant from NYC, positions that he felt took more effort on his 

part required a higher fee.

You know I don’t really go out with a set number in mind. I definitely won’t get 

out of bed for anything below 50. But I mean it just depends on what they’re 

looking—I always end up negotiating something. Generally, I try, if it’s going to be 

anything labor intensive, at least a hundred… Where I’m doing the work—If I have 

to suck the dick or get fucked or something.

Similarly, a 22-year-old Black participant from Detroit preferred not to bottom with 

exchange partners and would ask for more money for bottoming (i.e., being the receptive 

partner during anal sex). He felt greater compensation was necessary to offset the 

preparation time, psychological discomfort and loss of power or control he felt with that 

position.

I will much rather top. If I have to bottom, I’m probably going to ask for a lot more 

money. … It takes time to prepare to bottom and it hurts. You have to worry about 

bleeding and stuff like that. It’s a lot to go through. … If they want to pay me and 

they want to penetrate me, I just get a bad feeling about that. That’s why I say that I 

need more money. I don’t know, it’s just something that I just don’t feel right about. 

… I feel like that would just give them so much power over me. They’re already 

paying me to do something which is giving them power over me. To let them do 

that to me would be too much.

Participants who were willing to cater to kinks or participate in fetish play also tended to 

charge more for those activities than more “vanilla” (i.e., common or more normative sex 

acts such as oral sex, anal sex and mutual masturbation). A 27-year-old White participant 

from Philadelphia, for example, had a minimum rate he told prospective clients he expected 

to receive for his services, but would try to raise it for any kinks or fetishes that they were 

interested in exploring.

So, I’ll usually tell them I’m looking for at least 200 to 250. Then if they’re okay 

with that, I’ll ask them, “Is there anything special you want to do? Any fetishes 

or kinks, or anything that you really, really, really want to do that you can’t get 

anywhere like home or anything like that?” And if they say yeah, I’ll ask them what 

it is. Then depending on what it is, I’ll raise the price a little bit more, maybe by 

like 40 bucks, just to see what I can get out of them. Or I’ll ask them, “Well, how 
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much are you willing to pay for somebody to let you tie them up and gag them, and 

call you daddy while you’re fucking them?” I let them tell me how much they’re 

willing to pay, and if I like the price, I’ll agree. If I don’t, I try to raise it up a little 

bit more.

A 23-year-old Latino participant from NYC reported that he asked for more money for 

“things out of my comfort zone,” such as fisting, but that he was willing to try for the right 

price.

There was a time where a guy wanted me to try fisting, and I am not, that scares 

me to death. So, I was like, I’ll try. Maybe I told him like that’s another like one 

thousand dollars that you would have to give me, because I am not into that and 

never done that before in my life. I don’t know what it’s like. I’m scared of it but 

I’m willing to see how it is. Even though it didn’t really work out as planned, you 

know, he still paid it and I was okay with it.

When asked whether there were circumstances when he would ask for more than his typical 

rate of $120/hour, a 40-year-old Latino participant from Philadelphia replied,

Oh God, yes. Absolutely. It is not my regular, but there are guys who want fetishes 

met. And if it’s a fetish that doesn’t involve a sex act I don’t want to do, or if it’s 

a relatively harmless or even what I would call a non-sexual fetish, I will definitely 

ask for more money, but I will oblige the fetish.

Duration of Meeting—Another factor that many participants used to determine the value 

of a given exchange encounter was the length of time they would spend with an exchange 

partner. Some participants presented clients with clearly delineated rates for different 

time increments. A 30-year-old White participant from NYC, for example, described his 

expectations for compensation as follows:

So, it depends on time for the most part. If it’s in an afternoon or an evening, so like 

four to six hours, I’ll usually ask for like 600. If it’s just like a lunch hour, like a 

90-minute sort of thing, it’ll be 200, and if it’s an overnight, like nine to 12 hours, 

which is very rare, it’d be like closer to a thousand. … It’s kind of presented. I have 

it in like a picture where it’s kind of a menu and it has those three options.

Another participant, a 24-year-old Latino man from Chicago, outlined how the length of 

time a client desired influenced his rates.

When I first started I was doing $200 [per hour]. And then when I was talking to 

other escorts they were doing like $250 or $300; so then that’s sort of my range 

usually. And so sort of in the first message people will just say like, “What’s your 

rate?” And then I’ll say, and then I’ll just tell them, “$250 for an hour. Or I can 

cut you a deal if you’re going to do multiple hours, and just do $100 any additional 

hours after the first one.” Or things like that.

While some participants didn’t necessarily have strict predetermined rates, they still felt they 

should be compensated more for longer encounters. When a 27-year-old White participant 

from Baltimore was asked how much he typically charged, for example, he responded,
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Usually, they’re fine with $100 for an encounter, and the encounters usually last an 

hour or so…If someone suggested something that was gonna be a much bigger time 

commitment, or something that I don’t know how comfortable I’d be doing, then 

I would ask for more. Like if someone’s like, “Will you spend the day with me?” 

and I’m like, “Well, not for a hundred bucks, but if you give me … ” and just think 

of a rate that makes sense to me…one time, a guy wanted me to fuck him, and he 

was like, “I’ve got fifty bucks,” and I was in and out in five minutes. I mean, easy 

$50…but if someone’s like, “Can we do $20 an hour?” I’m like, “No.” I mean, I 

make more than that at my real job.

A few participants added that the client was also expected to cover other additional 

expenses, for instance, all travel costs whether that be a car service to a local out-call or 

more substantial travel expenses for out-of-town encounters.

Client Appeal—Many participants said that the physical appearance of a prospective client 

and how appealing he was as a sexual partner influenced what activities they would engage 

in with him and how much he would be asked to pay. A 35-year-old Black participant from 

D.C., for example, reported he sometimes tried raising the price for less attractive exchange 

partners because their physicality made the encounters more challenging for him.

And then if I find that the guy is really maybe not particularly attractive to me, I 

will sometimes, with the full understanding that it might not happen because he’s 

not going to be open to it, sometimes I’ll push up the price to see. And I do it 

partly because a lot of times I don’t want to have the encounter, but if the price 

is right it’s a consideration. That’s the dark me inside of things. But part of it is 

in these encounters, it’s like being a bit of an actor and I’ll find that I don’t want 

to discriminate against anyone. But I do find that my performance varies. I’m not 

a machine so if I don’t feel any physical attraction or count on anything to be 

particularly attractive to, it makes my job a little bit more difficult.

Similarly, a 25-year-old White participant noted that exchange encounters with unattractive 

clients were more difficult, and therefore, he expected to be paid more for those meetings.

If I’m being honest with myself, I would expect more money from a less attractive 

person. Just because I would have to put myself through more. Oh, my God! I’m so 

shallow!

For a 27-year-old White participant from Philadelphia, his level of desire to have sex with 

the potential client determined the rate he charged. He delineated his fees as follows:

Okay, if I’m looking at this holistic and if there’s any number of factors that 

influence whether or not I want to have sex with this person, and money is just one 

factor and how much money is something that influences the strength of that factor. 

There’s some people who I will enthusiastically have sex with for $0. There’s some 

people who I would enthusiastically have sex with for $150 and would kind of 

suffer through sex with for free, and there’s some people who at 50 bucks, I’ll be 

enthusiastic to have sex with them and at 200 bucks, fantastic. Let’s do it. And 
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there’s some people who, “Sweetie, you could pay my rent for three months and I 

wouldn’t touch it.”

A 21-year-old Black participant from Chicago explained his typical fees and how they varied 

by the attractiveness of the client.

I spit the number that I think that they will usually be cool with, which just ranges 

from between $75 and $100…. If a guy’s a little bit less attractive but not ugly, 

then I would ask him for maybe $100. Rather than if it’s a cute guy that I would be 

willing to have sex with him for free, then I would ask if they’re willing to do $75.

For a 19-year-old Latino participant from Detroit, what he found to be an acceptable fee 

depended in part upon how much money he had at the time, but increased if he found the 

potential client unattractive. When asked what amount he found good enough, he replied,

Well, it really depends on how much money I have. If I really need some money, 

I’ll take $40, but if it’s someone that’s really not attractive to me, I need probably 

about $100 or something.

Age was sometimes mentioned in conjunction with or as a component of a client’s appeal, 

with higher fees asked for older, less attractive clients and a willingness to accept lower 

fees than usual for young, attractive clients. For instance, a 31-year-old White participant 

from Boston described how he determined how much he expected to receive for an exchange 

encounter.

Usually by how old and gross the person is that I don’t want to meet. Like if it’s 

someone who’s really old, really gross, [who] I’m not interested in, I’d ask a little 

bit more than normal as if it was someone around my age, decent looking. Then 

how much they really expect to get done, too. A lot of older would just pay to give 

me head and I don’t even have to do anything back. But there are people who do 

expect it back. [And then I would expect more], absolutely.

A 21-year-old White participant from Boston who had only had two exchange partners said 

he would require more money from unattractive or older clients than he did from more 

attractive younger ones. He reported that among the information he wanted to discuss with 

a client prior to the meeting was what he would want to happen at their meeting and how 

much he would be paid.

Before meeting, I like to discuss, first of all, what we’re going to be doing and how 

much I’m going to receive for it. That’s always super important, because if we’re 

going to be doing something more than what me and [name of a client] have done, 

for example, I’d expect the same amount of money, or even more. Also, depending 

on how attractive I find them, like if they are less attractive, or even older, I’d 

expect a lot more money than I would if like with [name of a client]. Because 

[name of a client] is 28 and a little bit more attractive than most.

Similarly, a 37-year-old Black participant from NYC described how he adjusted his rate 

according to age and attractiveness. When asked why he would ask for more than his typical 

rate he replied,
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Age, maybe. … Depends on the person’s age. Like if they’re older, I typically will 

charge them a little more. I know it sounds weird, but older people just—it’s more 

work.

When asked whether there were any reasons he would settle for less, he responded,

Yes, absolutely. Mostly younger. The younger, more attractive types that I’m 

sexually attracted to.

Perceived Wealth of the Client—Another factor that influenced some participants’ fees 

was how wealthy they perceived a prospective client to be, typically asking higher fees 

of those who appeared to have greater resources and occasionally lowering rates for those 

they believed had limited funds. For example, a 45-year-old Black participant from Atlanta 

said the assumed wealth of a prospective client was key to setting a price. When asked to 

describe how he typically determined how much he would tell a client he expected to receive 

in exchange for sex, he responded,

Strictly based on the client. If I know they’re crypto guys, it’s always 500 to 750. 

Always. I typically stay in that range, because that’s not a lot for the guys that are 

in crypto. If they are entrepreneurs, whether they’re in their startup phase or their 

company is in the Atlanta Business Chronicle, it’s always in that 500 to 750. Now 

guys that are IT or anything else, 400 is the lowest that I’ll charge.

When a 35-year-old Black participant from NYC was asked how he typically determined 

price with his clients, he said,

Like I want sex with someone for $300, but you can kind of tell if you can push that 

number… I guess it would be I look for, like if it’s going to be at a hotel, what hotel 

are we staying at? If I’m invited to their house, what does their house look like? 

You can kind of get a sense if someone has money. Then if that’s the case, I’d be 

like, well $300 to do this, but for fucking, it’s going to be $500.

A 25-year-old White participant from NYC also said he usually asked for more money from 

clients he perceived to probably be able to manage a higher fee.

Especially if they seem wealthier based on their picture or where they say they’re 

living or anything like that. A white guy in Chelsea I’ll definitely ask for more.

Several participants, including a 32-year-old Black one from Atlanta, also mentioned being 

willing to take less from a client who might be short of money, particularly if it was a former 

client and on previous times, they had paid the participant’s usual fees.

I mean, if they bring it up then I’ll say, “Hey, this is how much I charge. This is 

how much that this can happen for.” I don’t do a whole lot of negotiations. So, if 

you’re saying like 20 bucks, then it’s not going down. If you start a little higher, 

I can do that. Obviously, there is points in time, where people have experienced 

this before, may not have that much at that point. Then okay, at some point, I can 

negotiate with you maybe down to $80 if I’ve seen you a few times and you’ve 

paid me $100. And I had a good experience with you and I don’t mind. It’s a good 

experience and I get that some people don’t just have money flowing out of their 
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pockets all the time, so I get that. So, if you’re brand new, then you’re probably 

going to be paying $100, $150. If you are someone I’ve been with a few times, then 

I don’t mind if they tell me they can’t. They don’t have that much money at that 

point in time.

Current Financial Need—While many participants had a standard rate that they typically 

charged, some lowered that fee in times of personal financial need and were firmer in their 

pricing when they could afford to lose a potential client who couldn’t pay their standard rate. 

A 21-year-old White participant from Chicago was willing to accept lower rates when he 

was in financial need but would wait for an exchange partner who would pay his desired rate 

if he didn’t need the money immediately. He explained,

Well, okay, so I just moved, so I’m trying to figure out what is reasonable and 

expectable in this local area. Where I used to live, I was able to do $400 an hour 

pretty easily. … It also depends on where I was, so if I am in a pretty tight financial 

situation, I’ll be much more flexible on my prices and rates. But if it’s just kind of 

like, “You know, I would like money right now, but I’m not super needing for it,” 

I’ll have a number and I’ll just try to find that number.

A 19-year-old Black participant from NYC based his decisions on whether or not he would 

accept the amount an exchange partner was offering on how much he needed the money at 

the time.

Well, it’s usually up to the guy how much they’re willing to spend. I’ve gotten as 

little as $40 to perform oral sex on a guy and I’ve gotten sometimes, $200 just for 

giving a guy a massage. So, it just varies. … I usually just leave it up to them. If 

I’m really desperate for the money, then I just to take it. But now, if it doesn’t seem 

reasonable, I just won’t do it.

For a 36-year-old Black participant from NYC, a pressing need for money in some instances 

made him willing to accept a lower fee for an exchange encounter. When asked whether 

there were reasons why he would potentially settle for less money than usual, he responded:

Yeah, I may be under some strain for a bill or something, or I may have something 

very important that have to get as much money as possible as fast as I can, but there 

have been situations where I would, yes.

Alternatively, several participants occasionally proposed higher fees than usual when their 

current financial obligations necessitated asking for a fee high enough to meet those 

obligations. When a 27-year-old White participant from Philadelphia asked how much he 

generally expected to charge clients, he said he based his rates on what he needed at the time 

help to close the gap between his paycheck and his current bills.

So, usually … I usually start at 200, is usually the first thing that I say, just because 

it’s a little bit more than … it’s more than 100, but it’s doable for some people, for 

most people. But then I also put into consideration if I have any bills that need to be 

paid soon. I look at my bank account and I see how much money I have. So, I just 

try to figure that little bit out ‘cause I pay … ‘cause I’m paying student loans, credit 

card, cable and internet, and then groceries and stuff like that. So, I add all of that 
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up. I try to figure out how much money I’m going to get on my actual paycheck, 

and then I’ll base the pricing off of there.

Similarly, a 43-year-old Black participant from NYC based his rate for a given exchange 

encounter on his current expenses. When asked whether there are any reasons why he would 

ask a client for more money than he charged, he replied.

Yeah, I need to pay rent, and the rent for that week is $175. After that, you need 

to be able to eat, you need to be able to get on a train, you need to be able to do 

laundry, you need to do a whole lot of stuff. Your rate will be like, you know what, 

you’re starting at $175 in your head, and then after you say, “You know what? I 

need $50 more, and then $25 dollars more, so that’s $225.” So you’re gonna do 

$250.

Fee-Setting Approaches

Participants varied in their approaches when negotiating payment with potential clients 

and reported differences in their level of flexibility and the degree to which different 

factors played a role in determining price. A 29-year-old White participant from Baltimore 

described the finesse required to negotiate an acceptable fee for services.

I feel like I definitely employ market segmentation to the max. I try to extract as 

much money as I can without being too needy, but there’s obviously a negotiating 

table that both people come to, and it is like a dance because you can easily piss 

someone off, you know, if you are asking too much.

Some participants always set the fee with clients upfront and were firm on their pricing. For 

instance, a 35-year-old White man from Chicago explained why he became set on charging 

a non-negotiable standard hourly rate that was the same for everyone. He stated that he had 

found that negotiating generally led to less desirable clients, rather than more respectful ones 

who also tended to want to see him on a regular basis.

I have a set, pretty much, rate. If they don’t want to do it then they just… I don’t 

see ‘em. I’m pretty… my foot down on that because I’ve learned that, I mean they 

will try to kind of take not advantage of you, but try to talk you down in price and 

just can’t do it because if you let them do it once, then they’re going to expect it 

all the time. It’s just better to stay firm with your pricing. I’m pretty set on that. … 

Yeah, I think in the beginning, the first few months of being here I was a little more 

flexible but then I started to realize they weren’t necessarily… the people who were 

trying to talk you down too much in price were people that you didn’t necessarily 

want to be around. Because the guys that do it on a regular, they’re professional 

about it almost. So, the ones that like, “We’ll pay your price and not talk you 

down,” stuff like that, are the ones who are going to probably become regulars 

because, it’s like professional’s the wrong word, but they’re very experienced at 

being a client. So, they just understand and kind of respect what you do because 

some people don’t respect. If they don’t respect you, they’re going to want to pay 

you less and they don’t think you’re worth that money. So, I think that’s what it is, 

is more of a respect thing for me to stay firm on those prices.
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A 28-year-old Latino participant from D.C. also provided his rates to potential clients and 

tried to avoid negotiation.

No, I try not to negotiate. I try to let them know, well, I let them know what 

the price is and if there’s any problem with that, we talk about it. Pretty much 

if it’s not what I want then it’s not going to happen. … I ask for cash. I ask for 

between 200, 250 and that’s just a session. It doesn’t necessarily, I would give them 

maybe two hours of my time for that. Anything above that, it has to be discussed. 

Like overnight, I really try not to because I don’t want to stay at someone’s house 

overnight. Just pretty much the flat rate and, yeah, that’s all we discuss. Anything 

overnight usually I’m not doing so it’s not something that I try to talk about.

Others preferred to have the prospective client first propose an amount he wanted to spend 

and then set realistic expectations about services that could buy; this was done in an effort 

to try to avoid haggling. For example, a 31-year-old White participant from NYC typically 

asked potential clients what they were willing to pay and then told them what they could 

receive for that amount.

Some people will say, “This is what I have,” and then it’s like, “What can you give 

for this amount?” so that’s usually what it is. That’s usually kind of how I start it. 

I’m like, “Well, what are you willing to pay?” It’s like this amount, and then I’m 

like, “Okay, then you can get this, this, and this.” If it’s the other way around where 

they’re kind of like, “Well, I want this, this, and this,” and then I set a price, and 

then it kind of becomes this awful haggling thing. Yeah, usually it’s like they’ll say, 

“This is what I’m willing to do.” You have some people that are like, they want to 

do so little, and they’ll give you so much, or you’ll have some people that want to 

do so much and give you nothing. Yeah, I usually let them set the number, and then 

go from there.

Similarly, a 38-year-old Black participant from D.C. who had a flexible approach to 

negotiating fees also preferred that the prospective client initially propose an amount he 

wanted to pay for the encounter and then negotiate with him if what he proposed was 

unacceptable. He described his approach for determining an acceptable amount for proposed 

activities.

Well, I try to make things as friendly as possible. So generally, I try to get right 

into it to not waste time. I ask them how they’re doing. I let them kind of generally 

start off the conversation, ‘cause they’ll be like, “So I saw your ad and I’m hitting 

you up to see what’s up,” and all that. Then we get into it and I’m like, “Well, 

what are you looking for?” Then we’ll get into it and I’ll say, “Well, this is what I 

can do.” And then they’ll be like, “Well, how much is it?” I’ll be like, “What are 

you willing to pay?” ‘Cause I just don’t set a certain amount out there. I let them 

negotiate, and then if it’s something that I’m willing to go with, I’ll be like, “Okay.” 

But if it’s something that I’m not willing to accept, I honestly let them know. I’ll be 

like, “That’s not something that I can do that for.” And then they’ll offer more. Or 

they’ll just turn it down, either or.

Siegel et al. Page 16

Arch Sex Behav. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 October 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Some participants emphasized that fee setting was not always a straightforward calculation 

simply based upon an hourly rate or by sex act. For example, a 23-year-old White participant 

from D.C. stated he used to give clients specific rates according to a “if we do X then it’ll 

cost this amount” approach. He eventually determined that he needed a different method 

for negotiating the price of an exchange encounter, using “something more of a heuristic 

… [to arrive] at what seems like an appropriate price and maybe there’s a negotiation.” He 

said there were a lot of “complicating factors” including which sex acts would occur, the 

level of preparation required of him, how far he would have to travel if it was an out-call, 

how attractive the potential client was, how awkward or nervous the potential client seemed 

which made servicing him harder, how wealthy he appeared to be, the proposed length 

of the encounter, whether the potential client was interested in being a regular or only in 

having a onetime meeting. Considering these factors in combination helped him to arrive at 

a proposed amount for a given encounter with a potential exchange partner. He related:

You have to figure out what’s an acceptable amount for different guys because even 

if it’s not direct negotiation, I sort of have to play a bit of a guessing game. It’s 

almost the Price is Right, guessing a number that’s acceptable without going over.

Discussion

The rise of the Internet and mobile apps has created the opportunity for MSWs to operate 

completely independently, keep all they earn, and have an efficient and effective way to meet 

clients. This in turn has enabled them to set their own fees and to vary them as they choose 

across clients. As cited above, Logan (2016) noted that FSWs more often work through an 

intermediary (e.g., a madam, pimp, brothel, agency) than MSWs and consequently do not 

enjoy as much control over the terms of their work (Logan, 2016). This report adds to the 

understanding of fee-setting considerations of MSWs living in several large US cities who 

primarily meet clients through dating and hookup websites or apps and work independently. 

Very little qualitative research has previously investigated the factors that influence what is 

charged for a given exchange encounter.

As with other service-oriented jobs, participants determined their fees largely based on the 

particular services the client was requesting and the associated risks or demands involved. 

Specifically, they considered things like what services the client was requesting; the amount 

of preparation and effort that would be required for them to satisfy the client’s needs; how 

much risk to their health these activities posed; and how much physical or psychological 

discomfort they were likely to experience if they provided the services requested. In many 

occupations, it is recognized that workers can reasonably expect a premium for doing 

risky, dirty or otherwise disagreeable tasks. Participants seemed to abide by this notion and 

typically asked for more money for engaging in acts that put them at risk for HIV or STIs, 

or that made them emotionally or physically uncomfortable. For example, receptive anal 

sex raised multiple considerations; it posed a higher risk for acquiring HIV, necessitated 

preparation time before the encounter, made some participants feel vulnerable or not in a 

position of control and could be physically uncomfortable or damaging to the rectal area. 

These considerations often led participants to charge more for this activity.
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A premium price was also applied when “kinks” or “fetishes” that went beyond basic 

masturbation, oral sex or anal intercourse were involved. When participants were asked to 

engage in activities that pushed them beyond their comfort zone, but that they felt were 

nevertheless acceptable and safe, they also typically asked for more than their standard or 

minimum fee. For the “right price,” most were willing to step outside their comfort zone 

and give the client what he wanted, although some were adamant about not engaging in 

condomless anal sex irrespective of the amount the client might offer. Men who pay for 

sex with men may come to the commercial sex market because they find it difficult in the 

non-commercial sex market to have the kind of sexual experiences they desire (Harriman 

et al., 2007; Sanders et al., 2020). However, even within the commercial market some men 

might have trouble finding a sex worker willing to fulfill unconventional or what some might 

consider degrading sexual desires. In such cases, sex workers would have greater leverage in 

the negotiation process to demand higher fees.

The planned duration of the meeting with the client was another factor that men considered 

in setting their fees. Presumably this was because they recognized that a longer meeting was 

physically and, in some cases, psychologically more taxing, but also that “time is money”; 

that is, more time spent with one client might mean foregoing the income of servicing 

another one. So, all the time spent with the client had to be compensated and thus was an 

important determinant in setting fees. Some simply charged a fixed amount for a given block 

of time, such as each hour, while others charged a certain amount for say the first hour, 

but would reduce the price for each additional hour, presumably to make it more financially 

feasible and attractive to clients to extend the session.

Unlike what has been reported in some research on sex workers (DeAngelo et al., 2019), 

these participants did not report setting a higher fee for out-calls than for in-calls to offset 

the time spent traveling to the client. While location was discussed ahead of time for 

logistical purposes and to allow the participant to evaluate its likely safety (Siegel et al., 

2023a), travel time was not reported as a consideration in setting fees. Some actually 

reported a reluctance or inability to host clients, so preferred out-calls. However, a few did 

mention that they negotiated, separate from their rates, client coverage of the costs of a 

car service to out-calls, particularly those not nearby, or coverage of travel costs for longer-

distance excursions. Possibly travel time didn’t enter into their fee-setting considerations 

prominently because the participants mostly were from urban settings and so didn’t typically 

have to travel far to meet a client.

Prior research with FSWs has found some evidence that attractive workers received higher 

fees (Gertler et al., 2005; Griffith et al., 2016). Interestingly, participants did not discuss 

factoring in what they believed was their own attractiveness or desirability (possibly related 

to their youthfulness) into setting their fees. However, it has been noted that men who 

possess more erotic capital do have more power with regard to setting the terms of their 

sexual interactions with others (Logan, 2017b). In the case of MSWs, this would presumably 

include setting fees. So, it is somewhat surprising participants did not explicitly mention 

their own physical attractiveness or youthfulness, which would presumably appeal to many 

clients, as a consideration in setting their fees. Perhaps they assumed that the large majority 

of men who enter sex work possess a certain level of attractiveness that is “above average” 
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and therefore being attractive is not such a differentiating characteristic. Still given that 

as Logan (2017b), observed, “Gay men have well-known and well-researched tendencies 

to value youth and physical appearance in sexual partners” (Logan, 2017b, p. 181), it is 

somewhat surprising that participants did not cite their own desirability based on age or 

physical characteristics as a common consideration in setting their prices.

Men in this study did, however, often consider a potential client’s attractiveness in setting 

their fees. Some participants apparently felt it was less work to service appealing partners, 

and it might even be pleasurable, and therefore were willing to accept a lower fee from 

them. The authors previously reported that some study participants felt a psychological 

reward when an attractive man was willing to pay them for sex as it seemed to validate their 

own attractiveness or desirability (Siegel et al., 2023b). Perhaps this was enough in some 

instances to allow them to be willing to accept a lower fee from an attractive client. Indeed, 

some participants acknowledged they would have been willing to have sex with some of 

their attractive clients even without being paid. Participants often reported proposing higher 

rates to potential clients that they found unattractive. This was done either in hope that the 

clients would simply seek out another less expensive sex worker, or if the client accepted 

their fee, they would at least be compensated for a more challenging situation in which to 

perform sexually. It was often older clients who they found physically unappealing, and they 

felt required more effort to service.

Gertler et al (2005) found that FSWs relied upon clues derived from a male client’s 

appearance, communication skills and perceived economic status to decide on a rate that 

they believed the client was likely to be able and willing to pay (Gertler et al., 2005). Some 

participants also used clues about a potential client they obtained through their pre-meeting 

video chats, or from researching the person online, or from what they knew about the 

client’s neighborhood or hotel, to help them assess how high a fee the client could likely 

afford and find acceptable. They commonly increased their requested fees if they perceived a 

client to be wealthy and easily able to pay a higher price for exchange sex.

Participants also considered their own financial needs at the time when setting fees for a 

client. Some participants were more flexible about their fees and were willing to accept 

lower fees when they had an immediate need for more money and alternative sources of 

income were not readily available or inadequate. In some cases, they would try to make up 

for the lost income by seeing more clients. Alternatively, some tried to increase the amount 

they asked for their services when their financial needs were greater or more urgent.

On the other hand, some participants, when financially secure with other sources of income 

available to meet immediate needs, were much less willing to be flexible or accept less than 

their usual fees. These men could afford to wait for a client who was willing and able to 

pay what they wanted to make. Further, since many participants did not rely solely on sex 

work for their income but rather used the money they earned from sex work for discretionary 

spending or to supplement income from another job, they were able to hold reasonably firm 

on their pricing.
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Participants also described varied negotiating styles or tactics in setting fees. While some 

men set fees that they firmly adhered to, others were more flexible although most tried not to 

accept below a certain amount for different activities when negotiating a fee. This base rate 

was usually per hour and/or by sex act. Some participants asked potential clients how much 

they wanted to spend and then told them what they could receive for that amount of money. 

For those who asked clients what they were willing to pay, they often did so to either avoid 

haggling over the cost for a specific service should the client’s proposed fee be acceptable, 

or because they chose to start negotiating from the client’s initial offer if it was deemed too 

low, rather than state a fee that might be unacceptably high. However, some also recognized 

a potential client might offer more than what the participant would ask him to pay, so they 

let the client first suggest a fee to avoid underpricing their services.

Limitations

Several study limitations should be noted. One is that participants were recruited from 

eight US urban centers, the transferability of the findings to MSWs in other cities, small 

towns, suburban or rural areas is restricted. Furthermore, the way in which fees are set 

among MSWs, who like our participants primarily use dating/hookup websites and apps 

to find clients, may differ from MSWs who rely solely or primarily on other venues to 

obtain clients. This study did not examine the health outcomes of different price setting 

arrangements reported by participants as it was not designed to do so. However, it would 

be valuable to investigate this important issue in subsequent studies of sex workers. It 

must also be acknowledged that some clients of MSW may read this article and use the 

information it contains about the strategies MSW use to obtain higher fees to resist those 

strategies and potentially compromising the income of some workers. They might also share 

the information with other clients (e.g., through online forums) who would also use it to 

negotiate lower fees. Finally, women also engage in online sex work and future research 

should examine differences between them and male sex workers fee-setting practices and 

how they may relate to sexual risk taking with clients.
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Table 1

Participant characteristics (N = 180)

n %

Age group (in years)

 18 to 24 59 (32.8)

 25 to 29 44 (24.4)

 30 to 35 47 (26.1)

 36 to 45 30 (16.7)

Race/ethnicity

 White, not Hispanic 68 (37.8)

 Latino, any race 66 (36.7)

 Black, not Hispanic 46 (25.6)

 Born in the USA 155 (86.1)

Gender identity

 Cisgender man 170 (94.4)

 Gender nonconforming 10 (5.6)

Sexual identity

 Gay/Queer 154 (85.6)

 Bisexual/Pansexual/Heterosexual/Other/No label 26 (14.4)

Residence

 NYC 85 (47.2)

 Washington, DC 23 (12.8)

 Philadelphia 22 (12.2)

 Chicago 19 (10.6)

 Baltimore 9 (5.0)

 Atlanta 10 (5.6)

 Boston 6 (3.3)

 Detroit 6 (3.3)

Education

 High School or less 31 (17.2)

 Some college or Associates 59 (32.8)

 Bachelor’s 56 (31.1)

 Graduate 34 (18.9)

Student status

 Not currently in school 132 (73.3)

 Currently in school 48 (26.7)

Income (from all sources) (N = 177)

 Under $20,000 72 (40.7)

 $20,000 to $59,999 72 (40.7)

 $60,000 or more 33 (18.6)

Number of clients in the past 3 months

 Mean 6.9
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n %

 Median 4

 Interquartile range 3–7
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