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Summary of Findings
● There is evidence of financial discrimination against sex workers

from various UK-based banks and financial institutions. This includes

the refusal of services, such as business accounts, overdrafts and

loans, and other financial products. In some cases, even the personal

bank accounts of sex workers were shut down or frozen.

● With increasing digitalisation of payment streams and the gradual

move towards a cashless society, more sex workers rely on financial

products that they are unable to access due to financial

discrimination. As a result, many are forced to lie to financial

institutions and state authorities about their business and prevented

from filing their taxes correctly and even complying with UK

regulations of the sex industry.

● Sex workers have developed different strategies to deal with

financial discrimination which in most cases involve either hiding or

lying about their engagement in the sex industry or avoiding certain

banks and institutions altogether, resulting in an exclusion from large

parts of the financial market, including many investment products,

the housing market, and retiring funds.

● Experiencing financial discrimination has a significant negative

impact on the mental health of sex workers with extreme anxiety,

depression, and feeling excluded being reported most frequently.

● The anti-sex worker bias of many financial organisations has wider

implications for the working conditions of sex workers as a small

number of international financial institutions hold significant power

in online markets, including various platforms that sex workers are

using to distribute their content.
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Introduction
The stigma that surrounds adult industries affects every part of sex workers’

lives, including their engagement with banks and other financial

institutions. With the advanced digitalisation of money streams and the

resulting decrease of cash payments, sex workers are essentially being

excluded from large parts of the financial market and prevented from

growing their business which often leads to less safe working conditions.

This trend was exacerbated by the Coronavirus pandemic. In 2020, the

Global Network of Sex Work Projects (NSWP) published a briefing paper on

economic empowerment of sex workers in ten countries which highlighted

that the exclusion from various financial services furthermore hampers the

ability of sex workers to save or invest money for their pensions or buy

houses or apartments, making it significantly harder to leave the sex

industry if and when that is what they want to do.

This report summarises research on the discriminatory behaviour of

UK-based banks and other financial institutions against sex workers. This

includes various forms of exclusion, refusal, or unfair treatment from

different organisations that provide financial

services to individuals and small businesses. The

findings show that these forms of discrimination

are an important concern inside the sex working

community and shape the working practices of

many. Sex workers are forced to work around

exclusionary policies of banks and other

institutions and hide their profession, resulting

in a lack of stability and pressure to work

outside of legal parameters. To our knowledge,

there are no UK-based banks or financial

institutions that are known to not discriminate

against sex workers at all. While one of the most

common forms of discrimination that sex workers have reported was carried

out by international online processors (such as PayPal, CashApp, or Venmo)

it is beyond the scope of this report to include those institutions into the

research as National Ugly Mugs works in the UK and focuses on structural

discrimination against sex workers here. For a more comprehensive

understanding of the impacts of exclusionary policies of online payment

processors, we recommend the peer-led research reports of the US-based

sex worker collective Hacking/Hustling.

National Ugly Mugs (NUM) is a UK-wide charity fighting to end all forms of

violence against sex workers. NUM provides tools for sex workers to report

potentially violent or otherwise dangerous individuals who pose as clients,

and parties who victimise sex workers. NUM supports sex workers to prevent

harm, report it and access resources for justice, healing and recovery in
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their communities and through the legal system if requested. We

furthermore work directly with members of the wider sex worker

community to conduct various research projects that on the one hand

inform advocacy for the justice of sex workers and on the other hand help

to design and deliver safety tools and individualised support services for

people engaged in the adult industries. As of November 2021, NUM has over

8000 members, more than 80% of which are sex workers. NUM establishes

connections and works in partnership with various sex worker-led

organisations.

It is due to the special relationship that we have with various sex worker

communities, that NUM is also conducting research into financial

discrimination, a topic that has recently received a lot of attention from the

sex workers’ rights movement as well as in British media. This report seeks

to highlight the issues that sex workers are facing due to societal stigma and

misunderstandings about adult industries and offer recommendations to

improve the situation for our populations. The power that financial

institutions hold is often underestimated but exclusion from certain

financial services massively impacts the lives and wellbeing of individuals,

particularly as the digitalisation of payment streams advances. The aim of

this report is therefore to help financial institutions as well as regulatory

bodies to better understand how their unilateral policy decisions are

impacting the financial wellbeing and safety of sex workers. We hope that

by sharing these experiences UK financial institutions will partner with us to

end discrimination against sex workers and implement our recommendations

to prevent further harm. This report is an initial, explorative study into the

issue of financial discrimination and NUM is planning on conducting more

research into this in the future.

Methodology & Limitations
This report is the result of a scoping exercise of academic literature,

newspaper articles and accounts from individuals about financial

discrimination found on social media and in online forums and groups as

well as key themes from interviews held with a sample of sex workers who

had been discriminated against by UK-based financial institutions. The

review of existing sources was conducted between August and September

2021 and interviews held between September and November 2021 after

those interested were able to fill in a brief questionnaire to sum up their

experiences. Eligible respondents were then contacted via email and

interviewed online using the video conferencing platform Zoom. In order to

ensure accessibility, we offered written submissions as an alternative to oral

interviews for a participant who was less comfortable speaking about it in

real time. Unlike other studies being conducted by NUM, this project had

strict criteria for participation as we were aiming to develop case studies
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for advocacy purposes and assist sex workers experiences current

discrimination to access legal support from the United Sex Workers trade

union.

A broad range of sex workers were invited to take part in this research,

provided that they earned the majority of their income within the legal

framework for sex working. This does not indicate any judgment of illegal

working practices or the exploitation of legal gray zones but is simply due to

the fact that banks and other financial institutions could be prosecuted for

money laundering offences if they continued to provide financial services to

businesses that trade outside of legal parameters.
1

NUM advocates for the

full decriminalisation of all sex work and views criminalisation as one of the

largest obstacles for safety and equal treatment of sex workers. The

participants of this report include independent escorts, cam performers,

and content creators, as well as porn performers and strippers. Many

participants were involved in more than one form of sex work which is

common in the industry.
2

In order to provide information that is relevant to

current legislation, the experiences described in this report all happened

between 2020 and 2021 with some cases still ongoing. As noted in the

introduction, it was beyond the scope of this report to look into the

experiences of many sex workers who contacted NUM about cases in which

international online payment processors had discriminated against them due

to their engagement in the sex industry. Seven formal interviews were held,

and furthermore a number of other sex workers outlined their experiences

in the survey. In addition to this, the research lead had several

conversations on social media, in person or via email with sex workers

discussing the issue. Furthermore, there were several informal interviews

and consultations with other NUM employees who have lived experience in

sex work. Each interview participant received a £50 shopping voucher as a

thank you for participating.

Since we aimed to further explore the legal pathways with regards to

appeals and complaints, some of the cases were discussed with the legal

team of the United Sex Workers branch of the UVW union. The union

represents sex workers of all sectors in legal disputes against their

employers, seeks to organise the workplaces that are not criminalised, and

fights for the full decriminalisation of those that are. In March 2020, USW

won worker status in a strip club in the East End of London in order to

secure improved working conditions for lap dancers.
3

Due to the increasing

number of sex workers reporting unfair treatment from financial

3
Barbagallo, Camille, and Cruz, Katie. 2021. Dancers Win At Work: Unionisation and Nowak v

Chandler Bars Group Ltd. In Studies of Political Economy.

2
Abel, G. M., & Fitzgerald, L. J. 2012. “The street”s got its advantages’: Movement between

sectors of the sex industry in a decriminalised environment. Health, Risk & Society, 14(1),

7–23.

1
See the decisions of the 2019 high courts case N v The Royal Bank of Scotland Plc for

further discussion.
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institutions, USW has also supported some of their members in disputes over

financial discrimination.

Context:

Regulating financial conduct in the UK

The regulatory body that is central to this report is the Financial Conduct

Authority (FCA) which oversees conduct of financial services in the UK. The

FCA was created by the Financial Services Act 2012 which replaced its

predecessor, the Financial Services Authority, and split its responsibilities

between the FCA and the Prudential Regulation Authority (PRA). There are a

number of other important regulatory bodies, such as the Competition and

Markets Authority, the Financial Policy Committee, and the Bank of England,

but those are less relevant to this report. Amongst other things, the FCA

sets requirements about how regulated firms treat consumers, as laid out in

the ‘consumer protection objective’ of the Financial Services Act 2012, and

is therefore most suitable to prevent financial discrimination against sex

workers. The FCA has the powers to set general obligations and principles,

evaluate the practice of firms, impose fines and publicly censure banks or

other financial services. In more serious situations, the FCA can withdraw

authorisation or take legal action against one of the regulated firms.
4

In

their 2021/22 Business plan, five key points were presented, one of which

promises to ensure ‘that the most vulnerable are protected’ (p. 4). No sex

work-specific policies or guidance from the FCA could be found.

While all of the institutions that are mentioned in this report are regulated

by the FCA, they also stress in their 2021/22 Perimeter Report that the

regulated firms also occasionally offer unregulated services which the FCA

has limited influence on. In some of these cases, the Financial Ombudsman

or the Financial Services Compensation Scheme (FSCS) are able to put

pressure on financial services.

Another influential actor in financial regulation is UK Finance, a trade

association that represents around 300 financial institutions. While not all

of the firms mentioned in this report are members of UK Finance, the vast

majority is. They provide research and guidance for their members and act

as a collective voice for financial services. In their 2021 Annual Report, UK

Finance stressed, amongst other things, that they supported vulnerable,

shielding, and isolating customers and helped their members to introduce

policies to mitigate the effects of the pandemic. Interestingly for this

report, UK Finance worked on ‘maintaining access to cash during the

pandemic’ (p. 11) for those who preferred or were reliant on cash

payments.

4
For a more detailed account, see the Enforcement section of the FCA website
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Advocacy against financial discrimination of sex workers

Sex workers have been speaking out about the unfair treatment that they

receive from financial service providers, both in the UK and elsewhere, and

there are several peer-led organisations that have started to organise

against it. For example, the UK-based support network of adult

professionals SNAP (formerly UKAP) surveyed a number of sex workers and -

in cooperation with the organisations Umbrella Lane, SWARM, SWAI and NUM

- published an open letter in March 2021 calling financial services to review

their internal anti-sex worker policies and to instead replace them with

comprehensive anti-discrimination policies. Their survey showed that a

large number of respondents had had issues with financial services because

of discriminaion of the basis of their occupation. In the publication of their

findings, SNAP stressed that exclusion from financial services cannot be

used as an encouragement or incentive to leave the adult industry but only

impacts negatively on the wellbeing of sex workers.
5

The financial

institutions that their survey respondents mentioned cover a wide range of

national and international banks, payment processors, credit card

companies, and card machine providers, including many of the companies

that are mentioned in this report. A representative from SNAP confirmed

that the open letter was sent to every institution that had been named by

participants. While some of them replied that they had received the letter,

no action was taken.

Another organisation that has called out financial discrimination of sex

workers in the UK is the already mentioned United Sex Workers (USW)

branch of the UVW union. There are currently two legal disputes of USW

members against financial institutions, namely the bank Santander and the

card machine provider Sum Up. Both cases will be looked at in more detail

below. As a registered trade union, USW’s ability to organise the sex

industry is limited by criminalisation of the work places of most sex

workers, resulting in a large focus on individual support of legal cases,

including against financial institutions. Particularly ‘indirect sex

discrimination’ as defined in the Equality Act 2010 has been used by USW

members in various cases in order to prove that they were treated unfairly

because of their occupation. Due to the nature of civil claims, however, sex

workers need to win anonymity in these cases as a first step since their

personal details would otherwise be published which can lead to other

repercussions and victimisation due to sex worker stigma. Anonymity

hearings can prolong these disputes unnecessarily and have even led to

some cases being dropped as anonymity claims failed. Nevertheless, USW,

alongside other support and advocacy organisations, is determined to

5
SNAP Blog. 2021. The right to discrimination-free financial services.
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collectively challenge discriminatory practices of financial institutions in

the UK and change their policies.
6

On an international level, a number of organisations and individuals joined

forces in calling out Mastercard for its unfair treatment of sex workers in

September of this year. The project ‘Acceptance Matters’ called all

financial institutions, but particularly Mastercard, to reject discriminatory

policies and provide financial services to sex workers. The project was a

direct response to Mastercard’s marketing campaign of the same name

which was aimed at the LGBTQ+ community. The campaign launched around

the same time as the publication of Mastercard’s ‘Revised Standards’ which

require an increase in repressive regulation of adult content on platforms

that work with Mastercard. Activists argued that pushing a ‘rainbow

branded campaign’ while concurrently causing harm to the sex worker

community (in which queer people are over represented) was hypocritical

at best. The ‘Acceptance Matters’ project therefore demanded that sex

worker-led organisations be consulted in the development of policies for the

adult industry. As of November 2021, the campaign was supported by nearly

3000 sex workers, groups, and allies.

There are several advocacy campaigns against financial discrimination in

various other countries and although it is beyond the scope of this report to

list them all, these campaigns show that financial discrimination is a grave

concern inside the sex worker community and is a priority for the sex

workers’ rights movement, both in the UK and elsewhere.

Findings:

Forms of financial discrimination

In this report, several banks and financial institutions will be named and in

some instances, a link to their policies or Terms and Conditions will be

provided. However, while conducting this research, it became clear that the

discriminatory practices mentioned in this report are not down to individual

institutions or even members of staff but rather illustrate the structural

discrimination that impacts the vast majority of financial service providers.

The sex workers that got in touch reported cases from various banks,

including but not limited to Monzo, Santander, HSBC, Barclays, Tide and

Natwest. Other financial institutions, such as Pockit, Square, and SumUp,

were also mentioned. Some people mentioned banks in other countries,

indicating that the structural financial discrimination against sex workers is

not limited to the UK.

6
UVW Blog. 2021. United Sex Worker (USW) member wins anonymity in discrimination claim

against major payment services provider.
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Respondents to this research shared details about having their accounts

closed, money seized and services, such as business banking, loans or

overdrafts, refused when institutions found out that they were engaging in

sex work. Importantly, some sex workers reported several instances of

discrimination from different institutions. For example, one participant

originally contacted NUM because various banks had refused her a business

account but in the interview also spoke about a case in which a card

machine provider seized her account due to the nature of her business. In

what follows, the cases that were brought to NUM’s attention were summed

up and categorised by the service that was refused.

Business accounts

One of the most frequently mentioned forms of

discrimination was the refusal of business

accounts to sex workers. This included

independent sex workers from various sectors,

including escorting, webcamming, and porn.

Although there is no legal requirement for sole

traders to have a business account, the desire to

open one has become prevalent amongst

independent sex workers as it would allow them

to share their account details without revealing

their legal names and addresses to their clients.

Most sex workers use a pseudonym or stage

name at work and are careful not to share their

personal information with their clients or the public due to fear of stalking,

harassment or being publicly outed as a sex worker.
7

A business bank

account is therefore a helpful tool for sex workers to keep safe without

having to divert payments to a colleague’s or friend’s bank account which

could be flagged up as suspicious activity. Furthermore, some business bank

accounts help with tax returns and make a business look more professional.

Due to the benefits of having a business bank account, some reported that

they had put significant effort into their applications and had tried to open

one with a number of different banks but had been rejected by all of them

eventually. Others had managed to open a business account at first by lying

about their occupation but it was shut down once the bank found out about

their involvement in the sex industry.

Personal accounts

A few sex workers reported to NUM that their personal accounts had been

frozen or shut down because of payments from platforms that were known

to host adult content, such as Adultwork or OnlyFans, or because of other

7
Sanders, T., Scoular, J., Campbell, R., Pitcher, J. and Cunningham, S., 2018. Internet sex

work: Beyond the gaze. Cham, Switzerland: Springer International Publishing.
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‘suspicious activity.’ While none of the study participants had their money

seized from UK bank accounts
8

for good, some were unable to access their

funds for several months until the issues had been resolved. For those who

only had one bank account, this meant being

completely reliant on cash payments which is

made increasingly difficult with some shops only

accepting card payments now.

One cam performer and OnlyFans creator

commented that her colleague’s account was

frozen at exactly the same time as hers,

indicating that the bank monitored which

individual accounts were interacting with each

other.

Loans, grants, and overdrafts

In several instances, sex workers reported being refused loans or overdrafts

which they would otherwise have been entitled to. One study participant,

for example, reported having his application for an overdraft denied

because of perceived risks associated with his occupation. His bank

originally explained that they were unable to grant him an overdraft

because they classified the income from sex work as not stable enough

despite regular monthly payments coming in. Only when he complained and

raised concerns publicly by commenting on the bank’s social media, they

offered him an overdraft if he was willing to lie about his engagement with

the sex industry on official documents, indicating that the bank’s original

decision was based on moralist grounds rather than genuine concerns about

the stability of the sex worker’s income. The case was resolved eventually.

These refusals also include financial products that were created specifically

in order to help small businesses and self-employed individuals to recover

from the financial hit that resulted from the Covid-19 pandemic. In Spring

of 2021, an independent escort was refused a Bounce Back loan by the

highstreet bank Santander due to being a sex worker.
9

The Bounce Back

Loan Scheme was designed to support small businesses through the

pandemic and was available to all small business owners. Santander was

open about the fact that they refused this loan because of the applicant’s

engagement in the sex industry and ended up approving the loan eventually

after the sex worker had started a legal case against them.

This form of discrimination is not unique to banking services but also

prevalent among other organisations that provide loans or grants. A city

council in the North of England denied a sex worker a business grant that

9
No author. 2021. Escort calls for law change after Santander Bounce Back loan refusal. BBC

News.

8
There were, however, several stories of PayPal keeping funds after shutting down a sex

worker’s account. One participant reported having lost over £2000 through PayPal alone.
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was designed to help small businesses to move their business online in order

to comply with social distancing measures. In their rejection letter, the

council argued that supporting her would create a ‘reputational risk for the

Council which outweighed the economic benefits of supporting her

application.’
10

This illustrates that moral judgements take priority over the

health and safety of sex workers. Similarly, the council changed their mind

and paid the grant to the sex worker after several advocacy groups sent an

email in her support.

Other financial services: payments blocked

In some situations, sex workers were unable to receive their income through

their personal bank account but instead had to

set up a separate account for payments from

adult service websites. One cam performer told

us that after several years, the payments from

the cam site she was working on were suddenly

blocked by her bank without an explanation and when she requested the

bank to look into it, she was ignored and told that this must have been the

cam site’s fault. Several months later, payments from OnlyFans were

declined as well.

Although this was resolved once the performer changed banks, she was left

without income for nearly two months during a global pandemic. While this

particular sex worker was fortunately able to rely on savings for a little

while, the fact that she was unable to receive her income without any

further explanation or communication for several months led to a loss of

financial stability and shows the lack of compassion for sex workers from

banks.

Other financial services: Card machines

NUM received several reports of sex workers using card machines for their

clients and having their accounts shut down. Ordering a card machine

designed for small businesses is another way of getting around giving out

personal bank account information while still providing a payment method

that does not include cash (which some clients prefer, due to the added

discretion of digital payments). It was also reported that this was a

convenient payment method if clients spontaneously decided to extend the

booking or wanted to add a tip to their payment. Especially because it is so

difficult to open a business bank account, this is a practical solution for

many sex workers; however, several of these mobile payment companies

that trade card machines cancelled the accounts of sex workers offering

sexual services once this was discovered, stresing that they would not offer

their services to people who engaged in the sex industry.

10
The refusal letter sent by the council was shared with the researcher but cannot not be

published here in its entirety as it includes identifiable information of the worker.
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Excuses from banks and strategies of sex workers

While financial institutions relied upon weak justifications for discriminating

against people who work in sex industries, sex workers developed new

strategies to operate their businesses. The official reasons that financial

institutions gave to sex workers varied. Some banks were very explicit about

not offering their services to sex workers and provided statements such as

“We don’t have an appetite for the adult industry” (HSBC), “Because you

are a sex worker, we don't think that you're financially going to be stable

enough” (Monzo), and “We do not work with OnlyFans clients” (Anna

Money). At times, vague references to the FCA or “different legislation”

(Tide) were made in order to justify intrusive questions. Other banks on the

other hand did not explain reasons for their decisions at all, leading sex

workers to believe that it was because of their profession but they have no

way of proving this. In cases in which it has not been clarified if the service

was refused due to sex industry affiliation, it is important to remember that

even if the official reason given was the breach of another policy (e.g. using

a personal account for business purposes) these other policies are

disproportionately enforced against sex workers which still results in

discrimination.

It is evident that banks and other financial institutions have a negative bias

towards the sex industry which affects their service provision. The Terms

and Conditions of various banks, including Tide, Revolut, and Starling, state

that they will not be offering their services to people engaged in the adult

industries in the first place. Often, there is no further explanation as to why

the adult industry is listed alongside other industries, such as gambling,

trade of weapons, and unlicensed sale of pharmaceuticals. Some banks,

however, have published a justification for their exclusion of sex workers.

Natwest, for example, state that they ‘acknowledge the risks associated

around the Adult Entertainment sector, which include the promotion of

gender inequality, ease of access to pornography, human trafficking, forced

and child labour, and links to prostitution, drugs, crime and money

laundering risk.’
11

(p. 1) This statement illustrates that Natwest (alongside

other banks) has made an active decision to adopt narratives that enforce

outdated views on sex work and human trafficking.
12

It shows that

discriminatory policies are deliberate and not, as is sometimes suggested,

the result of a lack of understanding.

Sex workers are responding to these forms of discrimination with different

strategies.

12
Kenway, E. 2021. Sex, Slavery and Women Divided, in: The Truth about Modern Slavery.

Pluto Press.

11
NatWest Group. 2020. Environmental, Social and Ethical Risk Policy Summary: Adult

Entertainment Sector.
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Most commonly, study participants decided to quietly change their bank or

other financial service provider, hoping that this

would resolve the issue. While they were aware

that this is only a short-term solution, many sex

workers reported fearing repercussions for

fighting any decisions and risking outing as well

as being tired of having to fight for access to

financial services. They therefore accepted the

stigmatising decisions of banks or other

financial services and moved on to another

provider, hoping that their engagement in the

sex industry would not be detected there. Many

felt uncomfortable about this as they were

aware of the uncertainty in the future but did

not know how else to respond to instances of financial discrimination. One

participant commented that she was in the process of leaving sex work (for

entirely different reasons) and was simply hoping that she would get away

with changing banks until she was no longer relying on income from the sex

industry.

Simply switching providers or opening a new bank account is not easily

accessible to all. One participant described that during the pandemic her

passport had expired and she did not have the funds to renew it, especially

since the only reason she would need it during lockdown was to open a new

bank account. This particularly impacts migrants, sex workers without a

fixed address and other people with multiple marginalisations for whom

opening a personal bank account can be a lengthy and complicated process.

Only a small number of study participants felt like they were in a space to

actively fight the discriminatory practices they experienced. One sex

worker described how he managed to get his bank’s attention by posting all

over their social media and calling attention to his case publicly. Eventually,

his bank got in touch with him and granted him the service he had been

refused originally. Another participant decided to sue the card machine

provider that had shut down her account with the help of her union. This

particular case is ongoing and it will be determined whether this constitutes

indirect discrimination under the Equality Act 2010.
13

Hearing about this

case encouraged other study participants to consider legal action.

With the exception of trade union members who received casework support,

there was little support for sex workers who had been discriminated against

by a financial institution. The majority of study participants did not get in

touch with any organisations such as NUM as they did not expect that there

was anything that could be done about financial discrimination. There are

different reasons for why sex workers decide to just walk away from these

13
See UVW Blog. 2021. United Sex Worker (USW) member wins anonymity in discrimination

claim against major payment services provider.
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cases rather than fight them. Many reported that they had already been

expecting some form of barrier to financial services due to their

engagement in the sex industry and there was a general feeling of

resignation about it. Several people said that they were tired of constantly

having to fight for things that other business owners could easily obtain. In

addition, many sex workers fear that disclosing their profession in order to

fight financial discrimination would lead to further repercussions, resulting

in many cases being dropped without further investigation into what

particular policies prevent them from accessing financial services. One

person reported worrying about being made homeless again once her

tenancy runs out as she assumes that she had been put on ‘some form of

blacklist’ after there had been several instances where she was refused

phone contracts, loans, or new bank accounts in

the last year. These fears of repercussions

included the anticipation of judgemental and

stigmatising treatment from banking officials.

One person even tried to avoid banks wherever

possible for that reason. Some participants also

reported feeling intimidated because the

institutions that discriminated against them

were large corporations holding significant

power.

Because experiences of financial discrimination

are so prevalent among sex workers, many are

taking precautions when setting up their

payment streams. The fear of being outed leads many sex workers to lie

about their profession. One participant mentioned that although all of her

friends and family know that she works in the sex industry, she is very

careful to ensure state authorities and financial service providers do not.

Another common strategy is to always keep one bank account completely

separate from any payments related to sex work in order to ensure that

they are not left without any access to banking if they lose their other

account due to financial discrimination. This can intensify the feeling of

having to live a double life and keeping one’s sex work identity completely

separate from one’s private identity.

While this does not seem to be a common practice in the UK at this point in

time, there are accounts of alternative credit communities and communal

saving schemes from various other countries in which sex workers are

prevented from accessing banking services.
14

This involves large groups of

sex workers giving each other credits when in need and share resources and

skills about economic management and collective banking. The project

‘Stepping Up, Stepping Out’, for example, supported sex workers in Africa,

Southeast Asia and Latin America to set up formal self-saving groups and

14
Global Network of Sex Work Projects (NSWP). 2020. Economic Empowerment for Sex

Workers. Briefing Paper.
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cooperative banks. Here, sex workers have reported getting financial

support from their peers on a more informal basis, for example when they

were unable to access their funds for a period of time due to financial

discrimination or were not granted an overdraft. In 2020, the Sex Worker

Advocacy and Resistance Movement (SWARM) set up a mutual aid hardship

fund in the UK which redistributed £251,000 to sex workers who were

struggling financially during the pandemic.

The impact of financial discrimination

The instances of financial discrimination that have been outlined in this

report are not solely an illustration of unfair treatment and should be

condemned on principle, but they also have a significant negative impact on

the lives and wellbeing of sex workers. The lack of access to some financial

services also result in barriers to other mechanisms that would provide

financial security, which for many sex workers means safer working

conditions as they are no longer forced to see clients that they know are

unsafe. For example, one participant mentioned that she was looking to

apply for a mortgage but because she had to change banks so many times,

she was struggling to prove that her income was stable. Many sex workers

actually have sufficient income to be granted a mortgage but are unable to

apply for one because of financial discrimination. The constant instability of

having to change banks and opening new accounts also impacts on sex

workers’ ability to enter pension plans or save up for retirement privately.

One person explained that she was trying to be more responsible with

money but because she was refused a business bank account and had her

card machine account shut down, she continued to rely on cash which she

spent rather than purposefully saving or investing it. Being unable to

produce evidence of income furthermore constitutes a barrier to certain

benefits. During the Covid-19 pandemic, for example, many independent

sex workers were unable to claim Self-Employment Income Support Scheme

(SEISS) payments, leaving them with only Universal Credit. NUM has

reported on these issues in detail elsewhere. These knock-on effects of

financial discrimination can prevent sex workers who want to leave the sex

industry to do so.

Financial discrimination can also lead to some sex workers struggling to

work inside the legal framework. One person commented that she had

difficulties filing her tax returns and ended up having to print out all bank

statements which would have been unnecessary if her bank had not frozen

her account. While this might sound like a mere inconvenience, the

repressive policing of the industry creates pressure to be precise and strict

about taxes and other forms of bureaucracy out of fear of criminalisation if

anything is found to not be perfectly in order. It was even reported that this

fear of prosecution can lead to excessive paranoia.
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The mental health implications of financial discrimination are severe. The

constant lack of financial stability is a major cause for anxiety, stress and

depression. One person reported that after her bank account was shut down

concurrently to being banned from social media which she needed for her

business
15

, the pressure and feeling of helplessness led her to a suicide

attempt. Others mentioned that they were unable to think about anything

else, felt excluded, and were in a constant state of worrying about the

future. There is a collective anxiety among sex workers about an increase of

barriers to financial services in the future, particularly as we move towards

a cashless society. Importantly, however, this

does not seem to influence whether they

continue working in the industry. While some

indicated that they were planning on leaving sex

work in the long or short-term, none of the

people that spoke to NUM made these decisions

because of their experiences of financial

discrimination. This illustrates that repressive

policing of access to financial services does not

inspire sex workers to leave the sex industry but

rather contributes to mental health problems.

In addition, the communication of some of the

financial institutions negatively impacted on sex

workers’ wellbeing. One bank refused to believe

a sex worker about his profession because he

was a cis man. They furthermore pressured him to lie about his engagement

in the sex industry on the application in order for it to be successful. Due to

the above mentioned fear of prosecution if authorities found out that he

lied on official documents, he insisted on filling them out truthfully and was

met with rejection.

It is important to point out that the issues with financial discrimination

particularly affect those with multiple marginalisations. Migrant sex workers

often have problems opening bank accounts even before they enter the sex

industry as it can be difficult to provide the necessary documents. Although

much has improved with regards to this in recent years, many financial

services continue to be inaccessible for migrants, irrespective of their

engagement in the sex industry. Assumptions of human trafficking lead to

banks being particularly suspicious about large amounts of cash if they are

presented by migrant sex workers. One migrant sex worker who spoke to

NUM stressed that she had felt the impact of financial discrimination earlier

than most British sex workers had. There have furthermore been reports of

trans sex workers about being discriminated against by financial service

providers on the basis of their gender identity. More research on

intersectionality and banking discrimination is needed to provide a full

15
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see the 2020 report Posting into the void: Studying the Impact of Shadowbanning on Sex

Workers and Activists from Hacking/Hustling.
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picture of the harms experienced by sex workers who are also marginalised

in other ways.

Conclusion & Policy recommendations
These accounts illustrate the severity of financial discrimination of sex

workers in the UK. The experiences that were reported to NUM cover a

variety of forms of unfair treatment, including refusal for business bank

accounts, loans and overdrafts, the shut-down of

personal accounts and card machines, and the

obstruction of payments. The impact on the

financial discrimination on the mental wellbeing

of sex workers takes an extreme toll on them

and demonstrates that we must find remedies to these issues urgently.

Without access to financial services, sex workers are excluded from large

parts of society and unable to be successful at their businesses. There are

great concerns in the sex worker community about the consequences of

moving towards a cashless society as this could marginalise them further. In

addition, financial discrimination hinders people from leaving the sex

industry as it complicates things like putting aside money, finding housing,

and proving income for benefits, loans, or mortgages.

Sex workers' experiences documented here has furthermore demonstrated

that financial discrimination has a wider impact for individuals, particularly

with regards to their access to financial security and impacts on their

mental health. Although this was beyond the scope of this report, a large

number of sex workers who got in touch with NUM brought up issues with

international online payment processors. Being banned from international

services like PayPal, Venmo, or Cashapp had (and continues to have) a

considerable impact on the lives of sex workers. It is therefore crucial to

keep in mind that these online payment processors, which are known to be

particularly discriminatory towards sex workers, hold significant power in

the digital market and even in online spaces more generally.
16

This is

illustrated by the impact that Mastercard has on online platforms that sex

workers use, such as OnlyFans and Adultwork. The developments with

regards to Mastercard are of great concern to the sex worker community.

Although most of the anti-sex worker lobbying of Mastercard and other large

financial companies originate in the US, the interpenetration of platforms

results in repressive policing of UK-based institutions as well.
17

The
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influence of right-wing evangelical groups
18

as well as US legislation
19

on

these financial players is described in detail elsewhere. For the purpose of

this report, it is important to stress the responsibility of regulatory bodies in

the UK to ensure that sex workers, alongside other marginalised

communities, are not discriminated against on the basis of moralistic

arguments and outdated narratives. Comprehensive reform of regulation is

needed to drive banks and other financial service providers to remove

repressive policies that exclude sex workers from large parts of the

financial market.

NUM therefore recommends:

● Meaningful collaboration between financial service providers and sex

worker-led or sex worker-serving organisations in order to re-build

trust, develop strategies to understand the difference between sex

workers and those involved in financial crimes, and ensure that sex

workers are actually able to freely access the financial services that

they deserve.

● The abolition of all policies that directly or indirectly exclude sex

workers from accessing financial services. The provision of sexual

services within the parameters of the law need to be viewed in the

same way as the business of other sole traders.

● The abolition of loitering and soliciting as well as brothel-keeping

laws as they prevent many sex workers from being able to access

financial services because they are unable to work within the

parameters of the law. Only when sex work is fully decriminalised,

sex workers will have the means to legally challenge financial

discrimination.
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