WOMEN'’S
PROJECT

Older women and the impact of commercial sexual exploitation

Response to the call for inputs for the report of the UN Special Rapporteur on violence
against women and girls on the topic of violence against older women

The Women’s Support Project (WSP) is a Scotland-based feminist non-profit organisation
working to raise awareness around violence against women and girls and to improve services for
those affected. Our key area of expertise is Commercial Sexual Exploitation (CSE). Our work is
informed by the voices of women with lived experience of selling sex and the services
supporting them.

An emerging theme in our work have been the experiences of older women. We have seen evidence
of older women being impacted by commercial sexual exploitation and we are aware they are a
presence in adult sites and other forms of prostitution. Yet we have found relatively little research
in the UK and Europe exploring their specific experiences, support needs and policy
recommendations. In Scotland’s case, we would argue that there has been minimal work done
around the impacts of sexualised violence and exploitation on older women. More alarmingly,
Hourglass Scotland' highlighted that understanding and knowledge of abuse toward old people in
general is low in our country, with decision-makers making little effort to prioritise their
experiences.

When it comes to older women exploited through the sex trade, we are talking about a hidden
population within an already hidden, marginalised and underconsidered population. From our
initial assessment, there seems to be virtually no consideration of older women involved in
prostitution, almost indicating a believe that older women are not impacted by commercial sexual
exploitation (from hereon CSE). In 2026, our organisation is planning on conducting a literature
review and more substantive briefing with policy recommendations. In this response we share
some of our initial findings, reflections and questions that we believe are essential when
considering older women impacted by commercial sexual exploitation.

What pushes older women into selling sex

A look at adult sites like Viva Street and YouPorn reveals that older women feature in these sites.
At the same time, this might be an underestimation, given women frequently advertise to be
younger in these platforms. We have also heard anecdotally from services specialising on
supporting women involved in prostitution in Scotland that women over the age of 50 access these

1 “Alarming new research by Hourglass Scotland reveals that the abuse of older people comes last in line for
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services. The latest Encompass Snapshot? of specialist services reported supporting 5 women in
the 51-60 age bracket over one month. But what pushes older women into selling sex?

Overall, we have identified two potential push factors. On the one hand, those who have aged
while in prostitution. On the other, women who might first enter or return to prostitution after their
50s.

Some women continue to sell sex into old age. There are no specific statistics around the length of
time women will spend in prostitution. Yet, there are reports of women, particularly those who sell
sex on the streets, who continue into their older life. In some cases, women simply have no
alternatives as this becomes their only way to sustain themselves (something which we explore
further in the Exiting section below).> Some women continue to be involved in prostitution into
their later life when they appear physically younger than their actual age, which can be the case
for women of colour. And in cases where coercion is involved, pimps and traffickers can continue
to exploit older women while advertising them as younger. We have also heard of cases where
women move into a role of “management” or Madams as they age, especially women involved in
brothels and saunas — this may require them to take on the role of controlling and/or recruiting
younger women or example. Consequentially, for some women justice my look at them as
exploiters and no longer as victims of exploitation.

On the other hand, there is a cohort of older women who will have entered or returned to
prostitution because of financial pressures, coercion or domestic abuse. For some women this
could be related to old age-poverty due to lacking savings or a pension. Some women might need
to top off their retirement given the increasing cost of living. There are documented cases in some
countries of women who had to sell sex to afford medical treatments.* We must also consider cases
where women face precarity after fleeing an abusive partner. Likewise, migrant women might be
pushed to sell sex in their older life if they are faced with strict immigration controls, an insecure
immigration status and the discrimination that they can face in the job market due to racist and
ageist discrimination. We are also living in unprecedented times where the ‘sex industry’ has
entered the mainstream through online platforms, making entry into prostitution easier than ever.
For old women experiencing poverty, selling sexual images or escorting might become readily
accessible options through sites like OnlyFans and Viva Street.

We also want to reflect on what the digitalisation of the ‘sex industry’ can mean for the currently
young generation of women as they become older. We must consider that in the future, there will
be more women who in their youth and early adulthood might have been involved in selling sexual
images or escorting. Some of these women might continue their involvement as they grow older;
and there will be those who will be carrying the impacts of their involvement into their old age.

2 Encompass Snapshot 2024,

https://www.encompassnetwork.info/uploads/1/4/2/8/142838553/encompass snhapshot 2024.pdf.

3 Eloise Stark, “Who cares about us? After all, we’re just a bunch of old hookers,”
https://starkraving.medium.com/whats-it-like-to-get-old-as-a-prostitute-4b36de41883f.

4 NY Post, “Elderly prostitutes reveal dark side of South Korea’s rise,” https://nypost.com/2015/09/25/elderly-
prostitutes-reveal-dark-side-of-south-koreas-rise/.
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We must ensure that services are prepared to respond to this generation of women who will have
a history of involvement in selling sex.

Considerations around poverty, money and finances

While many women enter the sex trade to alleviate their poverty, women often continue to
experience poverty during their involvement, and this is no different as they become older. Despite
sensationalised depictions in the media that portray involvement of older women in selling sex as
a “lucrative” and “empowering” lifestyle’, older women can struggle to make a living from selling
sex as they get older — especially those who age in prostitution. Some women remain involved to
top off their pension or because of lack of one. At the same time, some studies have pointed out
that aging in the sex trade is associated with declining earnings.”® In France, women involved in
street prostitution explained that money becomes harder to get by as they get older, which can
worsen their experience of involvement:

“It gets hard when you can barely stand, when you have to wait for hours for the client, when
you don t know if you will make any money at all.””’

Women involved have also frequently describe a difficult relationship with money® — particularly
the shame that might drive them to spend the money and keep no savings. Lentz, middle-aged
woman who sold sex in Switzerland, described this relationship as follows:

"‘I had the money ... but I couldn't handle it. I never learned how. I spent everything, on travel,
on clothes, and, of course, my children. Older colleagues of mine always told me that I should
put something aside for later, but I..." she lets out an exasperated sigh.””

While Lentz was in her 40s when interviewed, it gives us a glimpse of how for some women, it
can be extremely difficult to keep savings from their earnings in prostitution, leaving them with a
huge financial gap once they decide or have to move on from the sex trade. What then are the
options for women who have been in the sex trade for a good portion of their adult life and
cannot access other financial alternatives?

Indeed, poverty is a factor that we know can keep women involved in prostitution, and we must
acknowledge that this might keep some women involved into their older life. This example in
France is a case in point: once women involved in street prostitution were supported to apply and
obtain state financial support for the elderly, women immediately stopped their involvement,

5 Unilad, “73-year-old woman reveals why she decided to become an escort after being celibate for 40 years,”
https://www.unilad.com/news/sex-and-relationships/escort-73-caroline-vee-celibate-40-years-479746-20260124.
6 Brennan, R., Selvey, L., Fitzgerald, L., and Dean, J. (2020). Older women's experiences of sex work in Queensland,
pre- and post-COVID-19. Joint Australasian HIV&AIDS and Sexual Health Conferences, Virtual, 16-20 November
2020. Collingwood, VIC Australia: CSIRO.

7 Eloise Stark, “Who cares about us? After all, we’re just a bunch of old hookers.”

8 CSE Aware, “Money and selling sex — a complex relationship,” https://www.cseaware.org/money-and-poverty-
insights.html.

9 Worldcrunch, “The Dilemma Of A Middle-Aged Prostitute” https://worldcrunch.com/culture-society/the-
dilemma-of-a-middle-aged-prostitute/
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which goes to show that some women remain involved in their later life just to afford basic
needs.!”

We also consider that preventative measures to ensure older women do not have to start selling
sex to alleviate their poverty often focus on young women. Older women are seldom considered
in these campaigns and efforts, which means they can fall through the cracks and become involved
in prostitution without full knowledge of the implications and without access to support.

Impacts on sexual, physical and mental health

The impacts of prostitution on women’s health are well documented'!'2. However, in this section
we wish to reflect on what it might mean for women to carry health and emotional impacts of this
experience into their older life. There are associated risks and realities to women’s health that we
believe statutory services, organisations working on violence against women and those working
with the elderly must consider to properly address the needs of older women impacted by
sexualised violence.

A report published by Public Health Wales pointed out some of the main health risks that women
who sell sex can experience.'®> Ranging from respiratory diseases and liver failure, through to
higher risk of heart conditions and cervical cancer. These are risks that apply to any woman
involved. Yet, we must think about the cumulative impact that prostitution can have when a woman
is involved for decades. Additionally, we must think how women above 50 who might be going
through menopause and other sexual and hormonal changes might experience involvement in
prostitution that requires sexual penetration. In an article about older women involved in street
prostitution in France, Gabrielle, a woman involved explained: “My entire body is breaking” and
said she left prostitution when she noticed other women suffering physical ailments like
rheumatisms, lung problems, heart problems and sexually transmitted infections as they got older.
At the same time, older women involved:

“... refuse to go to the hospital when they fall ill, because they 're scared to be told that they 're
dirty, that what they do is wrong. A lifetime of discrimination slowly takes its toll. "'

International studies have said that involvement in selling sex in old age is linked to a “precarity
affecting wellbeing,”!> which combined with women’s mistrust in support services can lead to
worse health outcomes for this population.
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When it comes to sexual health, there can be a higher risk of STIs as older women become invisible
in sexual health systems as these are not usually designed to target women after menopause.
Menopause might also be a factor women must go through at the same time as they continue to
sell sex. For instance, lubrication will decrease around that period of women’s life, which has the
potential to cause more painful sexual encounters. And there are the long-term effects for women
who have been involved from a younger age: sexual health issues can be exacerbated as they grow
older or if these went unaddressed for a long period of time. This is particularly concerning when
it comes to women who were exposed to multiple daily sexual encounters for years.

Lastly, there are the impacts on older women’s mental health. Whether currently involved or not,
women might experience the cumulative and long-term effects of trauma and carry those into their
old age. We note there are currently no services in Scotland specifically designed to address sexual
trauma of older women; instead, they are expected to use rape crisis centres that are open to women
18+. We believe there is potential for older women to fall between the cracks if their specific
experiences are not considered in service design.

Similarly, in Scotland support for women of any age with experience of prostitution is already
patchy and limited, which means that older women with this experience might not seek out support
or might not be able to find it. This can result in social isolation which can again increase or
contribute to women’s vulnerability and ill mental health.

Barriers to reporting and accessing justice

In Scotland some of the barriers we have identified and highlighted through our work!® is the fact
that, in our country, women continue to be criminalised for selling sex in certain circumstances
(mainly for loitering for prostitution and brothel-keeping). In 2012 the Crown Office introduced
guidance!” to prevent this criminalisation of women, the reality is that for older women this
might have not been the case if they were involved before that time.

Thus, older women could be carrying criminal records for prostitution-related offenses. We have
heard directly from women about the impacts of these records'®, including being excluded from
certain employment, the potential to be outed to strangers, and the treatment as “criminals.” In
terms of reporting and seeking justice, this can be a huge barrier as women might continue to
distrust a justice system which has criminalised them. Other points we would like to highlight is
the fact that for some of the crimes and abuses women experienced during their involvement,
there could be time limitations for reporting, which can leave women without recourse to justice.

Exiting the sex trade as an older woman

16 CSE Aware, “Women, criminalisation and the cycle of vulnerability,” https://www.cseaware.org/criminal-justice-
insights-part2.html.

17 COPFS, “Lord Advocate’s guidelines to chief constables on the enforcement of soliciting and loitering offences by
purchasers.”

18 CSE Aware, “Julie Swede: the fight to stop the disclosure of prostitution-related criminal records,”
https://www.cseaware.org/criminal-justice-interview.html.
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When it comes to leaving prostitution in older life, we note two potential distinct experiences:
women who are unable to leave, and those who are forced to leave due to their age.

The ‘sex industry’ is a competitive market that relies on stereotypes about women’s bodies and
age. Women who have been involved for years have spoken about having to compete with younger
women for clients who are constantly looking for “fresh bodies.” For older women, this can mean
they have to stop selling sex due to a lack of interested sex buyers, or because third parties in the
industry such as pimps, agencies and managers decide their bodies are no longer “profitable” for
the business. In these cases, women might find themselves suddenly without sustenance and find
themselves in a world that gives them no other opportunities to earn a living, paired with having
to potentially confront the trauma of their involvement as well as societal stigma and
discrimination due to their past involvement. For some of these women, this can put them at great
risk of being re-exploited by men outside of the “formal” ‘sex industry.’

On the other hand, women who have spent most of their lives involved in prostitution, especially
those who are there due to factors such as poverty, coercion, substance use, homelessness, etc, the
opportunities to leave might have been reduced or non-existent throughout their lives. As they
consider leaving, there might be increased barriers given they might struggle to find alternatives.
As mentioned before, women who sell sex do not always have access to savings, a pension or
financial supports; they may also lack a network of support. Some women might then be pushed
by individuals in the industry to remain involved but in the role of Madams or “managers,” which
essentially places women in a position of exploiting others. Others might become even more
vulnerable to a reduced set of sex buyers which might be more violent.

Ultimately, we are left with this question: what are real alternatives for old women who are seeking
or forced to leave the sex trade?

Support for older women who are currently in or have left the ‘sex industry’

In Scotland we are not aware of sexual violence-related support specifically created for older
women — and less so for women who were exploited through commercial sex. What we do know,
as noted earlier, is that older women will attend services aimed at adults. However, we believe
there is an important gap given these services are not designed for older women. Equally, the
messaging and communications around the availability of these services often do not target this
particular group. We also have not come across information shared at national level which
addresses the specific needs of older survivors of sexual violence. Echoing the Hourglass
Scotland’s position that we mention at the start of this response: Scottish society has little
awareness of how older women are affected by sexual violence and might not see this as an issue
for this population. Overall, our sense is that this is a worrying omission that sends the wrong
message that older women do not experience sexual violence or sexual exploitation.

We believe there is a need for supports to truly cater to the needs of older women’s and to be
designed to address their diverse experiences of sexual violence. In the specific case of commercial
sexual exploitation, these supports should include specialized healthcare, support to access
alternative income opportunities or financial aid, and trauma-informed support that helps unpack
the societal judgement that very likely women might have experienced and internalised over



decades. Above all, a service that encourages and is ready to respond to the disclosures of sexual
exploitation and involvement in prostitution of older women.

The stigma that old women involved in prostitution experience compounds the triple
discrimination of being women, being invisibilised by their age and discriminated for being
involved in prostitution. We have done substantial work on the issue of disclosures of selling sex'’
and we have captured women’s reluctance to share their involvement. We believe older women
might find it even more challenging to open up for fear of being judged for talking about these
issues at their age and, in some cases, for disclosing a lifetime of involvement.

We would like to highlight interesting work happening in Mexico City, where the local
government has funded a specific shelter for older women with current and past involvement in
selling sex?’. This space exists out of a need to provide refuge for women aging in street
prostitution who might find themselves further marginalised and at risk due to their old age. Some
of the women have no support networks to sustain them through their later life, and this shelter
exists to provide them with a space to age in dignity. We believe this project provides an example
of good practice in visibilising an otherwise invisibilised population, and to create a space that
understands their experiences of commercial sex and offers support in the aftermath.

The ‘sex industry’s attitudes toward older women

Finally, we believe is important to contextualise the lens through which the wider ‘sex industry’
and sex buyers view older women. A market exists specifically for older women, often labelling
them “mature” and promoting them as specific “kinks” or “fetiches.” Women in this age group
very often are sexualised as MILFs (shorthand for “mother I’d like to fuck™), “cougars” with
insatiable sexual appetite or as a “curiosity” because of their aging bodies. With the growth in the
online ‘sex industry,” platforms like OnlyFans and YouPorn have ramped up these stereotypes.
For the many boys, young men and grown adults that now access pornography, the ‘sex industry’
is the lens through which they also see older women.

The ‘sex industry’s’ demands on women’s bodies very often move to the mainstream, which has
translated into a growing pressure for older women look young for longer through clinical
interventions like Botox and plastic surgery. There is also an expectation that women over 50 must
continue to be highly sexually active. These demands on older women’s bodies are clear from sex
buyers’ attitudes toward the older women they have encountered in prostitution: “advertised as
56! what a joke she is at least late 60s probably older skinny and scaggy with a pair of false tits
that look ridiculous on an old lady.”

It 1s important to note that older women in prostitution have recounted not just the dwindling
number of sex buyers as they age. But also, the changes in the men that will book sexual encounters
with them. Women have talked about younger men looking to fulfil a “mother fetish?! and men

19 CSE Aware, “Building Bridges: facilitating disclosures of selling sex,” https://www.cseaware.org/building-
bridges.html.

20 Casa Zochiquetzal, https://casaxochiquetzal.wordpress.com/.

2L VICE, “The Secret Lives of Older Sex Workers,” https://www.vice.com/en/article/secret-lives-of-older-sex-

workers/.
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for whom sex with an older woman is part of a “bucket list” of experiences. It is also important to
note that sex buyers’ violent and harmful treatment of women does not change when it is an older
woman. For example, Laura, a woman above 60 who sold sex from her house in the US, told this
experience which speaks to her worries about her personal safety:

“She has had some scary clients. ‘I had one guy, he wanted a girlfriend experience. So he
took me out to dinner and all this good stuff,”’ she said. He couldn't get an erection during
sex, but the date seemed to end well until he started stalking Laura. ... Laura said
becoming a sex worker ‘made me not scared of anything anymore. But I have a shotgun
that hangs on my wall, and a taser that’s always close.” "

We also think it is vital to consider if there is a different range of exploiters of older women. For
example, men in care homes and hospital settings — in our work on CSE and women with learning
disabilities?*, support workers expressed these settings presented spaces where exploiters targeted
women to exploit them through commercial sex. Moreover, the ease which with sexualised images
can be uploaded and sold through online platforms make us consider if some older women might
be subjected to being exploited through sexualised images that perpetrators, then monetise for their
own profit. This is a possibility that must be considered when thinking of safeguarding of older
women.

Conclusion

While older women remain invisible in conversations around sexual violence and sexual
exploitation, it is clear that women in this age group are at risk and vulnerable. In terms of
involvement in commercial sexual exploitation, some older women will have aged in the sex
trade while others dip in and out of the industry and some more are coming new to the industry
to alleviate poverty and due to the ease of access to the ‘sex industry.” Despite clear signs that
older women are impacted by this form of abuse, in Scotland we note the lack of specific
interventions and work to address this group of women — we believe this might be the case for all
of Europe. At the same time, in our country we see a huge need to have a wider discussion of
older survivors of sexualised violence with clear messaging and service design that meets the
needs of this group.

Contact

If you would like to discuss any of the contents of this response, please contact us on:
enquiries@womenssupportproject.org.uk

22 \ICE, “The Secret Lives of Older Sex Workers.”
23 CSE Aware, “Commercial sexual exploitation and women with learning disabilities — a report,”
https://www.cseaware.org/reports.html.
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