
Medical & Psychological 
Impact of Prostitution
Pimps and traffickers, brothel owners and other third-party profiteers, and sex buyers 
subject people in prostitution to intersecting forms of violence1,2: rape and sexual assault; 
emotional, economic and physical abuse; food and sleep deprivation; and acts of torture.3 
The result is cumulative, psychological and physical trauma with lifelong impact.  

People in  prostitution are likely to endure multiple stressors or traumas, such as childhood 
physical or sexual abuse, the trauma of sexual exploitation itself and homelessness.4,5,6 They 
may struggle to remember life details due to traumatic brain injuries, memory damage, 
repressed memories or dissociation — all largely caused by pimps and traffickers, other 
third-party profiteers and sex buyers.  

People in prostitution report high rates of psychiatric disorders including depression, 
anxiety, schizophrenia, eating disorders, sexual dysfunction, substance use, suicidal ideation 
or attempts, self-harm, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and dissociative disorders.7 
Dissociation, a particularly severe trauma-related symptom, is common. Developing in 
response to extreme pain and fear, it serves as a coping strategy for enduring extremely 
painful, frightening, or potentially deadly life events. The trauma endured in prostitution 
induces heightened emotional reactions such as “terror, surprise, shame, or helplessness, or 
feeling trapped or exposed” that can catalyze a dissociative state.8

 

•	 Malnourishment, 
•	 Pregnancy-related issues, 
•	 Old and new injuries from sexual 

and physical assault — burns, broken 
bones, stab wounds,

•	 Dental trauma, 

•	 Traumatic brain injury, 
•	 Anogenital injury (rectal prolapse/

vaginal injuries), 
•	 Internal injuries, 
•	 Sexually transmitted infections, and 
•	 Untreated chronic medical conditions.

The consequences of being repeatedly bought and sold to strangers for 
sex results in an array of medical issues, including:



Additionally, pimps and traffickers often control a victim’s access to medical care. They 
may allow the person under their control to seek care when the injuries or illnesses are 
particularly severe or if their ability to make money is inhibited. However, exploiters 
intentionally keep their victims isolated and often prohibit critical, preventative or follow up 
care.9

Survivors of prostitution and sex trafficking testify that the traumatic scars of this physical 
and psychological harm experienced at the hands of pimps and traffickers, brothel owners 
and sex buyers are lifelong.10 The sex trade cannot be made less harmful — these effects 
cannot be regulated or deregulated away. 

Statistics About the Medical & 
Psychological Impact of Prostitution 

•	 Sex trafficked children are the most at-risk for the lifelong medical and psychological 
harms pimps and traffickers, and sex buyers inflict in prostitution.11

•	 Typically, entering prostitution happens between childhood and adolescence.12 While not 
everyone enters the sex trade through a pimp/trafficker, the vast majority are initially 
targeted by a “boyfriend” and/or “protector.” Even if someone isn’t under the control 
of a pimp, every encounter with a sex buyer13 puts a person in prostitution under the 
power of another during which he can, and very often does, inflict harm with lifelong 
consequences.14,15  

•	 Studies in the U.S. among survivors and victims of sex trafficking suggest that up to 50% 
of victims seek medical care while in their trafficking situation.16 

•	 The detrimental effects of prostitution can be seen in the high rates of PTSD among 
survivors and victims. Symptoms include anxiety, depression, insomnia, irritability, 
flashbacks, emotional numbing and hyper-alertness.17

•	 Of 475 people in prostitution interviewed across five countries (South Africa, 
Thailand, Turkey, U.S. and Zambia), 67% met diagnostic criteria for PTSD, 
suggesting that the traumatic consequences of prostitution were similar across 
different cultures. 

•	 People in prostitution suffer extremely high levels of violence: 62% of women in 
prostitution report being raped and 73% report being physically assaulted in the sex 
trade.18 

•	 In one study, trans youth who experienced prostitution were more than four times as 
likely to have HIV as those without such a history.19 

•	 Mortality rates for women in prostitution are 40 to 50 times the national average.20 

•	 Out of all known victims of fatal anti-transgender violence in the U.S. from 2013 to 2018, 
32% were reportedly in the sex trade, including many who died while in prostitution.21  
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