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Summary
This paper explores experiences of persons engaging in survival sex in Croa-
tia. While research on commercial sex in Croatia is generally scarce, there is 
an absence of qualitative inquires into the life stories and experiences of per-
sons selling sexual services for subsistence needs. The study is grounded in 
a thematic analysis of interviews conducted with adult persons engaging in 
survival sex across the three largest Croatian cities. It examines their life sto-
ries marked by difficult childhood and drug use, and explores the conditions 
and risks associated with their engagement in survival sex. It also discusses 
agency in this specific setting, pointing at possible policy implications. In 
conclusion, the authors advocate for a more nuanced understanding of agen-
cy in this context and call for future research to be directed towards a more 
in-depth exploration of this issue.
Keywords: Survival Sex, Drug Use, Health Risks, Safety Risks, Agency

1. Introduction

Commercial sex is a complex social, gendered and economic phenomenon situ-
ated in a specific socio-cultural context. Hence, exchanging sex for money may 
have different meanings in different contexts, especially for persons engaging in it, 
adding to complexity in policy-making. Moreover, it is a value-laden and divisive 
topic that is usually discussed through the lenses of either of the two antagonistic 
feminist positions. For pro-sex work and pro-rights feminists, sex work represents 
legitimate work and sometimes a survival strategy, and the focus is on the structural 
constraints formed in patriarchal societies that impede recognition of sex work as 
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work.1 On the other hand, for the radical feminists, the very notion of ‘sex work’ 
is problematic as they see commercial sex as the ultimate example of the exploita-
tive nature of patriarchy (Kesler, 2002; Outshoorn, 2005; Scoular, 2015). Persons 
selling sexual services are here seen as victims, and the only way to ‘save’ them is 
to abolish prostitution through reversing the patriarchal logic of sexual responsibi-
lisation by criminalising clients, mainly men. In the European context, current ap-
proaches to sex work regulation are mostly based on these understandings of com-
mercial sex, with legalisation and client criminalisation as the two corresponding 
models of regulation (Radačić and Antić, 2022). There is a wealth of research dis-
cussing issues and problems in both understandings of commercial sex, and corres-
ponding regulatory models, pointing that limited understandings inevitably result 
in inadequate and ineffective policy solutions (Dodillet an d Ostergren, 2011; Pates, 
2012; Danna, 2012; Levy and Jackobsson, 2014; Wagenaar, 2017). 

The question of agency in the context of commercial sex is not only important 
for understanding how and why persons engage in selling sexual services, but also in 
terms of policy-making as its conceptualisation translated into policy documents di-
rectly impacts persons selling sexual services and their well-being, hence influencing 
the effectiveness of policies. The understanding of (sexual) agency that permeates 
sex work/prostitution debates is generally also polarised: sex workers are construed 
either as free and autonomous subjects in the sex market or as coerced and enslaved 
objects of men’s sexual desire. As Strega, Shumka and Hallgrímsdóttir (2021) no-
ted, such conceptualisations of agency are limited because they either minimise the 
effects of structural constraints on agency (pro-sex work) or recognise sex work-
ers’ agency solely in the context of exiting sex work (radical feminist). This critique 
goes in line with Weitzer’s which resulted in a proposal of polymorphous approach 
that sees sex workers as simultaneously agentic and structurally constrained (2013). 
While this approach enables a more nuanced understanding of agency, recognising 
that subjectification and objectification operate simultaneously, when discussing sell-
ing sex for subsistence needs (survival sex), the debate becomes even more complex. 

The existing literature on survival sex is mostly focused on health and safety 
risks associated with this type of commercial sex, and various societal and indivi-
dual factors that heighten those risks (Naramore et al., 2017; Sanders, 2017; Thomp-
son et al., 2017; Koken, 2010; Goodyear and Cusick, 2007; Pyett and Warr, 1999; 
Spice, 2007). Hence, in this specific context of selling sexual services for subsist-
ence needs, lack of agency is either problematised as another factor that heightens 
risks or is simply implied. Furthermore, there is a tendency to view drug users in 

1 It is important to note that, as Outshoorn (2005, p. 146) discusses, not all pro-sex work femi-
nists “set prostitution within the same feminist framework”, but nevertheless advocate sex work 
as a work position. 
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this context as specifically disadvantaged, as there is an assumption that drug use, 
particularly heroin, obliterates their decision-making capacities. Such an assump-
tion also translates, in the policy-making process, into programmes and services of-
ten blind to capacity-building efforts and empowerment. 

Having in mind that the literature review conducted for this research showed 
that, across different regions and for over two decades, conditions and risks associ-
ated with survival sex stayed essentially the same, it seems that another approach to 
policy-making, oriented at capacity-building interventions, is called for. Hence, the 
aim of this paper is to explore the ways in which persons who sell sexual services 
for subsistence needs understand and manage their lives and needs, but also to dis-
cuss agency in this specific context. This twofold aim translates into (1) showing 
how our participants make sense of their own lives and experiences, and (2) dis-
cussing agency with a specific focus on possible policy implications. The paper 
starts with a literature overview on survival sex, following with the Croatian con-
text and the methods section. We then present results through two main themes we 
developed: Life Stories: Difficult Childhood, Drug Use and Entry Pathways and 
Survival Sex: (Working) Conditions, Clients and Risks. We finish with a discussion 
and concluding remarks, focusing on agency and possible policy implications and 
calling for additional research in the specific context of survival sex. 

2. Survival Sex

When discussing selling sex for subsistence needs, different studies employ differ-
ent terms to describe it. Depending primarily on authors’ understanding of notions 
of agency and work, and the role of a specific context, terms survival sex, (street) 
sex work and transactional sex are all used to signal selling sex by the most mar-
ginalised (McMillan, Worth and Rawstorne, 2018). While both street sex work and 
transactional sex are used to denote commercial sex in various contexts, survival 
sex (work) exclusively refers to exchanging sexual services for subsistence needs, 
most often food, shelter, protection or drugs (Watson, 2011). The main reason why 
we have decided to use the term ‘survival sex’ is that the persons we interviewed did 
not consider themselves to be sex workers. Their stories depicted a more informal 
approach to selling sexual services, motivated exclusively by the extreme need they 
were in, most often heroin dependency. 

Drug use and homelessness, particularly in Western studies, have been iden-
tified as the two most significant factors leading to engagement in survival sex 
(Shannon et al., 2015; UNHCR, 2011; Shannon et al., 2009; Spice, 2007). In the 
broader societal context, survival sex is associated with poverty, inequality, a lack 
of access to basic needs, escalating unemployment, and the impact of wars and con-
flicts (Greene et al., 1999). These studies underscore the importance of policies and 
programmes that address the root causes of survival sex, highlighting that the sell-
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ing of sexual services is often a consequence of dire circumstances where individu-
als find themselves with no (other) choice.

Besides being used to signal the lack of agency, ‘survival sex’ is also used to 
indicate that selling sexual services cannot be interpreted as work in every context 
(McMillan, Worth and Rawstorne, 2018). Although survival sex and sex work are 
both forms of exchanging sexual services for some form of compensation, sex work 
is often a chosen profession or a means of earning income (Sanders, 2010), while 
survival sex is driven by the need of meeting bare necessities (Brewis et al., 2000). 
For drug users in this context, their dependency is a primary motivation for selling 
sexual services, where they often find themselves in a ‘work-score-use’ cycle (Jeal 
et al., 2008). Hence, there is a significant difference between the two in motiva-
tion, and different studies also reported on differences in control, (working) condi-
tions and stigma that persons involved face (Marshall et al., 2010; Wechsberg et al., 
2005; Pyett and Warr, 1999). 

Furthermore,  studies have also shown that individuals who engage in survival 
sex are at increased risk of violence, HIV and other sexually transmitted infections 
and are more likely to suffer from depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress dis-
order (Marshall et al., 2010; Roxburgh et al., 2006). Health and safety risks are ad-
ditionally exacerbated for drug users among this population (Pyett and Warr, 1999). 
The connection between survival sex and especially intravenous drug use raises ad-
ditional concerns in terms of STIs, especially HIV, because it assumes a dual line 
of transmission, through sexual relations and sharing equipment for drug consump-
tion (Shannon et al., 2008a). In terms of safety risks, studies have shown that drug 
users who engage in selling sexual services are consistently exposed to high rates of 
violence, while the fear of future victimisation is associated with a decreased like-
lihood of insisting on condom use (Marshall et al., 2010; Wechsberg et al., 2005). 
Moreover, survival sex is mostly street-based which, in comparison to indoor sex 
work, entails heightened risks, especially of violence (May et al., 1999, Koken, 
2010). Finally, multiple studies highlight different and intersectional vulnerabilities 
affecting this population: poverty, addiction, mental illness, and exposure to fre-
quent harassment, violence and health risks (Shannon et al., 2008b; Spittal et al., 
2003; El-Bassel et al., 2001).

3. Croatian  Context

In addition to the aforementioned issues, legal framework in any given context influ-
ences the experiences of persons engaged in commercial sex (Benoit et al., 2018a; 
Sanders, Conelly and King, 2016; Pinto et al., 2015). Provision of sexual services 
is criminalised in Croatia by the Act on Misdemeanours against Public Order and 
Peace, adopted in 1977, when Croatia was a part of the Federal Socialist Republic 
of Yugoslavia. While the Act criminalises only the provision of sexual services, the 
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case-law analysis also showed that the primary target of the laws are (female) sex 
workers working in the street or independently in apartments, the majority of whom 
were in a difficult socio-economic situation (Radačić and Antić, 2022; Štulhofer et 
al., 2016). In this context, studies have shown that criminalisation and systematic 
effort to eradicate street sex work have led to relocation to more remote and hid-
den places, thus increasing the risks of assault and violence by clients (Goodyear et 
al., 2005), with lack of criminalisation of violent clients additionally undermining 
the sense of security among persons selling sexual services (Cler-Cunningham and 
Christensen, 2001). While in the Croatian context there is no reliable data on the 
number of persons engaging in commercial sex, especially in survival sex, research 
conducted in 2008 revealed that NGOs providing STI screening and HIV education 
served 280 persons selling sexual services in Zagreb and 300 in Split (Štulhofer et 
al., 2010). Despite the valuable insights provided by existing research, the lack of re-
liable data on contexts and persons engaging in commercial sex in general and in sur-
vival sex in particular in Croatia remains a notable gap. Authors of mentioned studies 
acknowledge this as a significant limitation, hindering a more profound comprehen-
sion of the challenges confronted by persons selling sexual services in the context of 
pervasive stigmatisation and various forms of victimisation. 

The analysis of re levant policy documents in the Croatian context has shown that 
sex work is a marginalised issue, with no sex work-specific policy documents adopt-
ed, and framing sex work primarily as a public order and public health issue (Šipić, 
Radačić and Baketa, 2022). There is no sex workers’ community or organisation in 
the country and only four harm-reduction NGOs in the country have contact mostly 
with drug users engaged in street-based survival sex. However, their programmes are 
mostly directed at mitigating health risks associated with drug use, and they have little 
or no capacity for support in terms of other challenges associated with survival sex.

4. Methods and Sample Overview

This paper is based on interviews undertaken between 2022 and 2023 for the re-
search project Regulation of Prostitution in Croatia. We conducted 10 in-depth, face-
to-face and semi-structured interviews with persons engaging in survival sex in three 
largest Croatian cities – Zagreb, Split and Rijeka.2 The interviews focused on a range 

2 A total of 20 interviews were conducted as a part of the project Regulation of Prostitution in 
Croatia (principal investigator dr.sc. Ivana Radačić, implemented by Institute of Social Scien-
ces Ivo Pilar and financed by Croatian Science Foundation). Owing to the different recruitment 
methods (collaboration with harm reduction NGOs; informants; contacting potential participants 
through ads posted in ‘personals’ or on specialised websites), the realised sample was essentially 
consisting of two different groups of persons selling sexual services – those doing it for subsist-
ence needs (survival sex) and those doing it as work (sex work). This paper focuses on experi-
ences of persons engaged in survival sex.
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of topics relating to experiences in selling sexual services; Croatian legal framework 
and different models of regulation; experiences with the police and other state actors. 

Ethical approval for the research was granted by the Institute of Social Sci-
ences Ivo Pilar Ethics committee. Owing to the sensitivity of the topic, privacy and 
confidentiality were prioritised throughout the project. All interviews were con-
ducted by the researchers mainly in safe spaces of partner NGOs that helped with 
recruiting the participants, which affected our sample composition as their main 
activities are related to drug-use harm reduction. We acknowledge that not all per-
sons engaging in survival sex in the Croatian context are drug users and discuss our 
findings in relation to our participants. All transcripts were anonymised and only 
researchers had access to them. During the analysis, we excluded all identifying in-
formation, as well as any potentially harmful information, such as usual locations 
for selling sex or the city each participant lives in. We also secured 30-euro vouch-
ers for their participation, and offered assistance in connecting them with NGOs 
that provide legal, psychosocial or health-related services. 

As Silverio et al. (2022) stated, qualitative researchers often engage challeng-
ing, tough and taboo topics, while simultaneously exposing themselves to the par-
ticipants’ narratives which may be emotionally difficult. Commercial sex is a ta-
booed and highly stigmatised activity, and those willing to participate were aware of 
the stigma attached to them, which made it difficult for them to openly speak about 
their experiences. Therefore, a major effort has been made to ensure the feeling of a 
‘safe place’ and to encourage them to talk openly. Furthermore, although our sam-
ple consisted of persons with drug use experiences who greatly assisted in provid-
ing valuable insights, a notable communication challenge emerged throughout the 
entire interview process. Some participants had difficulties in communication, such 
as incoherent speech and/or losing focus while talking. Despite these challenges, 
the participants’ valuable contributions shed light on the complex intersections of 
their lived experiences, and our field work experience in this setting corroborated 
the importance of creating a safe space for dialogue in a sensitive research context.

After transcripts were finalised, each transcript was read in depth for data fa-
miliarisation as the first step of a reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 
2006; 2019). The interviews were coded using NVivo data analysis software, ex-
ploring how the participants constructed the impact that survival sex had in their 
lives. Later on, codes were revised and re-coded by all authors, using both deduc-
tive and inductive approaches. Orientation to coding was semantic, since we wanted 
to convey our participants’ experiences in their own words and to understand how 
they make sense of their realities (Braun and Clarke, 2022). Following this process, 
broader themes were developed and reviewed.

We interviewed eight women and two men, aged from 31 to 66. Most of them 
were high school educated, with three finishing only primary school. Most of them 
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had partners they were living with, usually also drug users (Valerija, Nikolina, Ante, 
Petra, Josipa and Antonija), others lived with their parents (Pero and Jasmina) or 
were homeless at the time of the interview – Ksena was living in a shelter, while 
Veronika was dwelling in the streets. Some of them also had children, most often 
living with a family member or being under the state’s care (Valerija, Petra, Ante, 
Veronika). Only one participant was living with her children at the time of the in-
terview (Nikolina). All participants had drug use issues, most often related to illicit 
drugs such as heroin, cocaine and amphetamines. 

5. Results
5.1. Life Stories: Difficult Childhood, Drug Use and Entry Pathways

For all our participants, the important thing to emphasise was that there were some 
challenges in their childhood or youth that drove them to drug use and subsequently 
to selling sexual services. They were mostly talking about a difficult financial situ-
ation compounded by parental alcohol abuse and neglect, that for some ended in an 
early break from family life and an experience of living in a children’s home. Some 
participants also spoke of the need to fend for themselves from an early age, which 
meant they stopped going to school, which in turn limited their options in the fu-
ture. However, for some participants it was the “bad company” that they saw as the 
main influence in their life stories that ended up marked by drug use. For the great 
majority of them, drug use was the main factor influencing their life choices, and 
their personal histories of poverty, parental neglect and addiction, a proof that they 
didn’t stand a chance. As Ksena, who was in her sixties at the time of the interview 
and living in a shelter, commented: “My life was... you know what? My mother was 
a prostitute. Alcoholic father. Alcoholic mother.” She further elaborated: 

My parents neglected me, threw me into a children’s home. Until the age of 18, I 
was there... I didn’t go to school because there was no one to pay for it (...) I fell 
into a bad company and started to engage in prostitution. 

Petra, who started selling sexual services at 16, had a similar story to tell:

I lived my life more in the streets than in a home, family home. I’m a street and 
children’s home child. I’ve been fending for myself my whole life. At the age of 
5 or 6, my mother was taking me with her to brothels where she worked. She did 
that in front of me, I watched everything.

For Ante, who also started selling sexual services between the ages of 16 and 
17, his father’s alcoholism and the difficult financial situation were the background 
of his childhood:
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My dad was an alcoholic. I didn’t go to school, I had to work. I finished elemen-
tary school and that’s it.

Veronika, who was homeless and fending for herself in the streets, also felt 
that her childhood determined the rest of her life. When asked about the family, she 
stated: 

I don’t have [a family] – I mean, I do, but it’s as if I didn’t. Father and mother – my 
father abused my mother. Me and my two brothers ended up in a children’s home 
until the age of 18. Then we ended up in the streets. 

For all our participants, family was a difficult topic. While some grew up in 
broken families, others felt that their drug use broke the family ties. Jasmina ex-
plained how her parents tried to be supportive, but didn’t understand how addiction 
works, and that there is a distance, even though they are living together: 

I have some support: a roof over my head, and food. We love each other, but we 
don’t talk too much. I told them about my addiction problem when I returned 
home. They tried to help me, but they don’t understand it – like, during the rehab, 
I was on substitution therapy, and for them, it’s still a drug because they saw me 
buying it once. So, there’s no tension, no constant yelling, but there’s also no true 
connection. Everyone lives their own life, you know.

They also problematised the lack of support in their lives in general, with some 
having only their partners, also drug users, to lean on. Valerija elaborated how it is 
difficult to even communicate with people, as the stigma attached to drug users is 
too strong:

I mean, if you need advice, any kind of help... they will just mock you, and that’s 
it. Nobody will really help you. And here, they run from addicts as if we had 
AIDS; so, addicts – we’re not [seen] like patients: we are (...) numbers – 1, 2, 3, 4, 
5 – and that’s it. So, they treat us like we’re lowest of the low...

In this sense, Nikolina also commented how society is treating them like 
“trash”, explaining that “you can sense that, you are isolated, they are looking at 
you differently”. However, most of our participants used the services of NGOs spe-
cialised in harm reduction, acknowledging that with regards to their drug use prob-
lems they do feel supported in a way, but emphasising that when it comes to selling 
sexual services, they are lacking in support or even people they could talk to:

Sometimes a kind word would mean a lot... someone who would make you feel 
that you are not at the bottom, that you are not a bum, that you are not repulsive 
because you have given your body. (Valerija)
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For most of our participants their everyday lives are structured around their 
heroin habit. Different stages of their heroin use were marked by different experi-
ences related to acquiring heroin. Interesting, though, was that most of them started 
early with selling sexual services, in mid or late teens. However, for most of them 
that was not an ongoing practice – they mostly engaged in selling sexual services 
as a last resort, when no other options were available to secure their need. Other 
options included different things at different stages of their stories: they talked 
about “getting by” in various ways, including stealing from family members, deal-
ing drugs, and robberies. In this sense, Pero commented that in a crisis:

You need the fucking money, you know. At that moment, you think you could kill 
someone. When you’re fucked up, you are ready to do anything. (...) Well, people 
are ready to do anything. You know, anything, anything.

They further explained how selling sexual services is, at the same time, the 
worst and the easiest option: while they hate that they have to sell sexual services, 
they also know that by doing it they won’t end up in prison. Hence, they did weigh 
all the options they had, against their experience, and at times decided that selling 
sexual services was the activity they chose to engage in, either because they didn’t 
want to steal and end up in prison or because it was the fastest way to get the money 
they needed. Valerija in this sense explained that while she hated “selling her body”, 
it was better than the alternatives: 

But honestly: I ended up in jail several times, served several prison sentences and 
all. It’s easy to commit robbery, steal and everything, so I was thinking it’s hard to 
give your body, but by giving your body, you get money, you buy what you need, 
and otherwise, you go to jail. Yeah. So, it’s better this way.

Ante elaborated similarly: he exchanged sex for money “for the drugs”, so he 
wouldn’t “have to steal and end up in prison”. However, later in the conversation, 
he also noted that:

It’s all good now, that’s all finished – it was when I was younger. Young in the 
streets. They would use me. Now I know how to get by, I don’t need to steal and 
do such things. I go and buy, sell – marijuana, I don’t know, anything. I sell all 
kinds of drugs and get the money. In a normal way. 

The idea that dealing drugs is a normal way of earning money, in comparison 
to selling sexual services, together with the feelings of shame and disgust in most of 
our participants, indicated that selling sex was especially difficult for them – they 
were more open when talking about their experiences of being drug users, former 
inmates, or drug dealers. Their feelings of shame and disgust were especially vi-
sible in comments that selling sex is an act that you cannot “wash off afterwards” 
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(Pero, Nikolina, Valerija). Both Valerija and Nikolina, for example, stated that they 
are currently hiding what they do from their partners, because they are ashamed 
and apprehensive about their reaction. Valerija, however, explained that she met her 
partner in that context and that, for a while, he was protecting her “from that peo-
ple”, but that “nowadays he knows nothing”. Hence, while they did feel the dual 
stigma that was attached to them, it was more difficult for them to cope with the 
‘prostitution’ stigma, and it was something that they were actively hiding from peo-
ple close to them.

Moreover, selling sex for most of our participants was additionally difficult be-
cause, as they explained, heroin in general ruined their libido and sex was the last 
thing on their mind. Their feelings of exploitation and violation were exacerbated 
by the necessity to engage in sexual intercourse even when they had no desire or 
were completely unwilling. Nikolina, in this sense, noted that on heroin “you need 
nothing, you want nothing”, similarly as Valerija, who said that on heroin you “lose 
desire for sex, for everything”. Pero explained in more detail:

You know, the moment when you reach a severe addiction, you can’t. It’s no long-
er on your mind... There were lots of drugs, you know, and then it, I don’t know 
exactly, probably got a bit lost. The libido died; I think.

While most of our participants had difficult life stories, often with childhood 
experiences of poverty, for them the initial reason or primary motivation for selling 
sexual services was the need for securing the money for heroin. Petra, Ksena and 
Veronika had somewhat different stories. While they all had substance use issues – 
in Ksena’s case it was alcohol, in Viktorija’s different synthetic drugs, and in Petra’s 
a combination thereof – they were not heroin users: 

I have never used heroin; I’ve used pills, marijuana, and cocaine. In that setting, 
you can’t function otherwise – no way. I would drink a whole bottle of whiskey 
(...) getting so drunk that I couldn’t stand on my feet. (Petra)

Hence, they initially started selling sexual services for reasons different from 
the majority in our sample. Ksena and Petra explained that while their early engage-
ment in selling sexual services was related to difficult family situations and bad 
company, later they stopped, and then started again as life circumstances left them 
with no other choice. For Petra it was a difficult financial situation when she had 
her first child, and Ksena, who initially stopped as she fell in love and got married, 
started again because:

We had no place to live – I will be short and clear – we had no place to live. I sug-
gested it myself. He started stealing first, so in order not to lose him, I went into 
prostitution. We paid for the apartment, and we lived there for almost 2-3 years. 
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(...) Then it started to bother him, so I stopped it. He worked, bringing his salary 
home. Then he killed a man. (...) I started being a prostitute again. Unfortunately... 
Un-for-tu-na-tely.

Veronika didn’t have the experience of an early entry; she got married at one 
point and, on her husband’s insistence, started selling sexual services:

I was doing that for a long time because my husband demanded it. (...) I would 
massage them, and my husband collected the money. (...) He was no good: he was 
beating me, abusing me. And he forced me into prostitution. 

Petra also talked about her experience of being forced to sell sexual services, 
but by a violent and powerful criminal group in the city she was living in at the time. 
She talked of how they forced her to work all the time, while taking everything she 
earned: 

I had to give them everything. (...) Everything. Yes. I would earn up to 1500 euros, 
and they took it all from me.

In summary, most of our participants engaged in selling sex when they needed 
the money for heroin. At times, when they had other options, they would stop sell-
ing sexual services. Some of them, however, were not heroin users, but were also in 
some kind of extreme need: they had no other option to secure food or shelter. Some 
also had experience of being forced to sell sexual services. Nevertheless, their back-
grounds shared a common narrative: a challenging childhood marked by absent or 
abusive parents, followed by an early adulthood devoid of support, rendering them 
vulnerable to exploitation.

5.2. Survival Sex: (Working) Conditions, Clients and Risks

As noted earlier, all our participants engaged in selling sexual services in times of 
desperation. Hence, none of them had a professional outlook on selling sexual ser-
vices – they did not see themselves as sex workers and were not setting the (working) 
conditions. So, when talking about (working) hours, locations, pricing or clients, 
most of our participants described no-control situations they were constantly enter-
ing. This lack of control elevated health and safety risks they were exposed to, which 
in turn resulted in various physical and psychological harms. 

In terms of (working) hours, most of them explained how their heroin habit is the 
primary factor determining their engagement in selling sexual services. In situations 
where they had no other options available, and when in a crisis, selling sexual servi-
ces was the fastest way to get the money they needed. At times, and as their habit be-
came more demanding, they were selling sexual services on a daily basis. Ante com-
mented that there was a period when he was selling sexual services every day, and he 
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would buy drugs, go to the apartment, get high, and it went on like that day after 
day. Sometimes for food, sometimes – it depends...

Some participants shared their experiences of visiting street locations known 
for sex work, occasionally finding success in getting the money they needed rela-
tively quickly. But there were instances when they spent hours waiting without get-
ting the money. However, they were aware that certain periods offered better pros-
pects for earnings. For instance, both Nikolina and Valerija noted that the 10th of the 
month is particularly lucrative due to the disbursement of paychecks and pensions. 
Nonetheless, the unpredictability of their income, coupled with specific, costly, and 
constant need, made it challenging for them to selectively engage in selling sexual 
services only on days when demand was expected to be high.

While most of them found clients on known street locations, sometimes loca-
tions were random and determined by the situations they were in. Antonija, for ex-
ample, said that she often hitchhiked to and from the big city and, if there was an 
opportunity, she would engage in sex for money. Jasmina, who usually found clients 
in the street, also talked about the situation where she was hired by an elderly man 
to sort out his belongings but:

He started to feel me up. [He said] I’ll touch you and give you 15 euros. [I said] 
Ah well, OK then.

Participants also mentioned how, when speaking about spaces where they pro-
vided services, it was essentially left to the client to decide: most of them had ex-
periences of providing services outdoors, in dark and secluded areas, as well as in 
cars. Some of them, however, occasionally had clients that were willing to pay for a 
room (Valerija, Jasmina, Ksena), with Petra being the only one who stated that she 
exclusively provided services indoors. 

In terms of pricing, most of them stated how they often were in no position to 
determine the price or even to secure the payment in advance. They further elabo-
rated how their habit left them with no possibility to negotiate – even if they set the 
price and asked the money in advance, they often settled for less:

You’ll tell him, for example, that a blowjob is 30 euros, you’ll tell him if he wants 
everything, it’s 45 EUR. But sometimes I would even go with someone for 7 EUR 
(...). I did that on several occasions, because that was the only way I could get the 
money to buy myself heroin. (Nikolina)

At times they were even left without any money, completely desperate and 
having to solicit another client so they could get the money they needed: 

It happened to me, oh, how many times I was thrown out – four or five times I 
was thrown out of a car, without a cent, with nothing (...) no one will give you the 
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money in advance, they usually give you afterwards. So, it happened at least four 
times, that I’d be returning crying and, in a crisis, (...) back again looking for new 
johns so I could buy myself heroin. (Valerija)

It was especially difficult for women in our sample to control all these condi-
tions, as they felt extremely vulnerable in the process and often talked about feel-
ings of exploitation and violation. That was especially visible in their comments on 
clients where they spoke with disgust and contempt, emphasising that they had no 
desire to establish a closer relationship with any of them. They mostly described 
them as aggressive men who think they can get or do whatever they want for the 
money they pay:

It’s awful because they’re awful (...) because they think that if they’ve paid, they 
can do whatever they want – turn this way, turn that way, stand this way, stand that 
way, spread this way, spread that way (...) it’s so pathetic, so miserable. But a per-
son survives everything just to get there. Unfortunately. (Valerija)

Similarly, Nikolina also felt that she had no control over the type of services 
she provided, and noted that wealthier and more polished clients are often more de-
manding and aggressive: 

They demand so much from you (...) the worst thing is (...) he can’t do that to his 
wife at home, so he comes to you (...) mostly anal sex, which hurts a lot (...) he 
thinks if he pays, he can do anything.

She added: “we are the ones being the worst bitches and whores, and they are 
like classy men”, showing contempt for dual moral standards and stigmatisation 
that affects only those selling sexual services in this context.

The men in our sample felt more in control in terms of what services they pro-
vided, and were less concerned about payment, but they were still engaged in an 
activity they found undesirable. Their stories also conveyed a sense of disgust when 
referring to their clients. Pero articulated this sentiment by saying, “you do it, but 
you’d rather kill him”.

Since most of our participants are long-term heroin users who exchange sexual 
services for money in a context where they have limited control over the circum-
stances, they are exposed to various health and safety risks. In terms of health, HIV/
STIs risks are especially pronounced, since their exposure is twofold: most of them 
simultaneously use heroin intravenously and often engage in unprotected sexual in-
tercourses with different partners: 

To tell you the truth, I’ve been in a situation more than once where he didn’t have 
a condom, and nor did I. I cared about nothing, so the condom didn’t matter to 
me at all (...) I was (...) just waiting for it to pass, for it all to be over. I prayed to 
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God for it to be over, for him to leave, and for me to forget everything. (Niko-
lina)

Several participants commented that at different periods they did suffer from 
various sexually transmitted infections, with some of them having untreated hepati-
tis C. One participant stated that she is HIV positive, but on medication and feeling 
well. Some women also spoke of frequent bleeding and bruising caused by rough 
sexual intercourses, especially in the context of anal sex. Their health is additionally 
at risk since they often provide sexual services outdoors, sometimes at extremely 
unhygienic places like a produce market: 

It’s much easier (to work) in the apartment than behind the stall where daily goods 
are sold. Everything is peed on in the evening, and you must take off your clothes 
there. It’s not pleasant. And to have a place, you need to have the money. (Valerija)

Most women in our sample talked about permanent stress caused by the fear 
of potentially very threatening situations in which they may find themselves. Seve-
ral participants have experienced extremely dangerous situations, where they were 
exposed to physical, emotional and sexual abuse by clients. They mentioned being 
kicked out of cars in remote places, being raped and forced to provide sexual services, 
threatened, or physically attacked. Veronika commented how clients on multiple oc-
casions became “aggressive and violent” and that selling sex is “not a game or a joke”. 
Josipa, for example, described one situation that was extremely stressful for her: 

At one point he just turned off the road and continued driving up to the hills. I was 
panicking. I realized that the situation was dangerous, and I could not just jump 
out of the car. I decided to indulge him. I hoped that if I indulged him, I would 
somehow get away from that situation. He’s a man, if he attacks me, I’m done.

Most women explained how they are apprehensive every time they engage in 
selling sex, as they often deal with drunk and aggressive men. While men in our 
sample did talk about feeling exploited, especially at a younger age, they have not 
experienced violence and did not feel threatened in this context. 

 In summary, our participants did not perceive the act of selling sexual services 
as a form of work. Instead, they characterised it as an unwanted activity undertaken 
when no other options were available to meet their needs. Consequently, they did 
not employ any strategies or tactics to control the conditions under which they en-
gage in selling sex or to ensure their health and safety. This lack of control height-
ened the risks they faced in terms of their overall well-being. Although both men 
and women in our sample shared a similar perspective, emphasising their unwill-
ingness to engage in selling sexual services, men reported no instances of violence 
and abuse, in contrast to the experiences reported by women.
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6. Discussion and Conclusions

Many of our findings mirror those already found in multiple studies on survival 
sex, suggesting that certain contextual factors contributing to engagement in sur-
vival sex are enduring. The life stories of our participants started with elaboration 
on challenging childhood in line with studies that found that experiencing more 
types of childhood adversity, such as abuse, neglect and household dysfunction, 
was associated with a higher likelihood of engaging in survival sex (Naramore et 
al., 2017; Thompson et al., 2017). Lacking support during childhood and young 
adulthood limited their options in the future: their levels of education did not equip 
them for the labour market, and some of them experienced homelessness. In such a 
context, large majority of them started using drugs, mostly heroin, but some were 
also talking about amphetamine, cocaine and alcohol use. Drug use and homeless-
ness, together with poverty and lack of access to basic needs, have been identified, 
especially in Western studies, as the most significant factors which lead to engage-
ment in survival sex (Spice, 2007; Greene et al., 1999).

All our participants engaged in survival sex as an act of desperation, a way to 
meet their immediate needs for food or drugs. While it was not an ongoing practice 
for most of them, and they stopped when circumstances allowed it, they usually 
started again when they had no other viable options to meet their needs. For most, it 
was heroin use that primarily motivated their engagement in survival sex, and their 
stories at times depicted a ‘work-score-use’ cycle (Jeal et al., 2008). At the same 
time, they loathed selling sexual services and found nothing positive in it. They 
were often talking about feeling exploited and violated, which was possibly exacer-
bated by the fact that heroin use negatively affected their sex drive. 

In line with other studies on survival sex, our participants also did not de-
velop any strategies to control conditions under which they engage in selling sex 
(Marshall et al., 2010; Wechsberg et al., 2005; Pyett and Warr, 1999). In terms of 
(working) hours, locations, prices or types of services provided, most participants 
described no-control situations. They were often engaging in survival sex in a crisis 
and with diminished capacity to negotiate conditions with clients. This lack of con-
trol heightened the risks in terms of their health and safety in particular. High rates 
of assault and violence among street-level sex workers, and consequently the fear 
of becoming a victim of violence in such a context, have been reported in different 
studies (Koken, 2010; Goodyear and Cusick, 2007; Pyett and Warr, 1999). The ma-
jority of women in our sample talked about extremely traumatic experiences where 
they were exposed to mental, physical, and sexual abuse, and stated that they are in 
permanent fear of future “bad dates”. The men in our sample did not feel threatened 
in this context. In terms of health risks, HIV/STIs risks are especially pronounced 
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in this population, since their exposure is twofold: most of them simultaneously use 
heroin intravenously and often engage in unprotected sexual intercourse with dif-
ferent partners (Shannon et al., 2008b; Spittal et al., 2003; El-Bassel et al., 2001). 
Several participants in this study stated that they have some form of untreated sexu-
ally transmitted infection, with the risk of transmission heightened by not insisting 
on condom use. 

The experiences within the realm of commercial sex are significantly influ-
enced by the relevant laws and policies (Pinto et al., 2015; Sanders, Conelly and 
King, 2016; Benoit et al., 2018a). The Croatian context is characterised by the cri-
minalisation of the provision of sexual services, with no specific sex work/prostitu-
tion policies in place (Šipić, Radačić and Baketa, 2022; Radačić and Antić, 2022). 
In such a context, individuals predominantly involved in street-based survival sex 
are at a higher risk of violence compared to indoor sex workers (Koken, 2010; 
Goodyear et al., 2005). Furthermore, while being more targeted by the laws and 
policing, the absence of legal consequences for violent clients compounds their vul-
nerabilities, particularly concerning their health and safety (Cler-Cunningham and 
Christensen, 2001; Koken, 2010). As mentioned earlier, most women in our sample 
were in a constant state of stress and fear when engaging in survival sex, which was 
also related to the social and legal framework where stigmatisation and repression 
primarily affect those selling sexual services, making it difficult for them to seek 
social and legal protection (Radačić and Antić, 2022). Moreover, as most of them 
were heroin users, they felt the dual stigma attached to them, which led to further 
marginalisation and social isolation.

However, our analysis has also shown that despite multiple constraints, prima-
rily shaped or influenced by heroin use or homelessness, our participants exercised 
(constrained) agency through both resistance and contextual/situational decision-
making, despite the extremely precarious position they were in. Their narratives 
conveyed a sense of resistance to the stigmatisation, dehumanisation and discrimi-
nation to which they were exposed. For example, the women in our sample per-
ceived the existence of dual moral standards in society, alongside discrimination 
embedded in law that criminalises only the provision of sexual services. They also 
shared their experiences of being treated like “numbers” or “trash” in institutional 
settings, but also by wider society. Furthermore, their stories depicted intricate de-
cision-making processes in situations where they pragmatically chose to engage in 
survival sex. They weighed their options and concluded that it was either the fastest 
way to meet their needs or a means to avoid imprisonment. While they did exercise 
agency in a setting where their options were extremely limited, it seems important 
to acknowledge that our participants were making and are capable of making ra-
tional decisions. 
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Most studies on survival sex are oriented towards the study of risks and with 
similar findings: persons engaging in survival sex are exposed to particular health 
and safety risks due to their lifestyle, lack of control and agency. Similar circum-
stances and personal stories across different contexts suggest that interventions 
focused on risk and harm reduction, while disregarding the voices of persons en-
gaging in survival sex, have little effect. Understanding agency as simply choice/
no-choice ability, while enabling interpretation of our participants as victims of 
different structural constraints and personal weaknesses, obscures the complexities 
in their stories and possibly impedes future interventions that could increase their 
capacities and effect change (Macmillan, Worth and Rawstorne, 2018). While mul-
tidisciplinary and multisectoral approaches in both policy-making and implemen-
tation are called for; highlighting inter alia intersectional vulnerabilities especially 
for women drug users in the context of commercial sex, there is a notable gap in 
survival sex specific policy recommendations, as it is only marginally discussed 
in both drug related and sex work/prostitution policy documents at international 
and EU levels.3 We find that it is important to emphasise that commercial sex is 
not a homogeneous phenomenon, and that specific context in which commercial 
sex takes place must be considered in the policy-making processes. While agency 
is a prominent topic in discussions on commercial sex in general, with notable ad-
vances in terms of its policy impact (i.e. sex work policies developed in collabo-
ration with sex workers’ organisations in New Zealand and Belgium), when dis-
cussing survival sex, it is not the case. As mentioned earlier, most of our findings 
mirrored those from different regions and time periods, indicating that not much 
has changed in the last quarter of century. It seems that research focusing on agency 
and decision-making in this specific context would be beneficial in terms of dis-
cerning context and situations conducive for them, and subsequently pave the way 
for policy-making approaches focused on capacity-building. It is also essential to 
include persons engaging in survival sex in the policy-making processes, while 
developing policies based on the human rights approach and aligned with inter-

3 See e.g. United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (2023) World Drug Report. Available 
at: https://www.unodc.org/res/WDR-2023/WDR23; Council of the European Union (2021) EU 
Drugs Strategy 2021-2025. Available at: https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/49194/eu-
drugs-strategy-booklet.pdf; European Parliament (2023) Regulation of prostitution in the EU: 
its cross-border implications and impact on gender equality and women’s rights. Available at: 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2023-0328_EN.html; United Nations 
Working Group on Discrimination against Women and Girls (2023) Eliminating discrimination 
against sex workers and securing their human rights. Available at https://www.ohchr.org/en/
special-procedures/wg-women-and-girls/eliminating-discrimination-against-sex-workers-and-
securing-their-human-rights.
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national human rights bodies’ recommendations to decriminalise the provision of 
sexual services.4

In conclusion, this study provides new insights into survival sex in a specific 
Croatian context and includes a discussion on agency in a specific constrained con-
text of selling sexual services for subsistence needs. While we do acknowledge se-
rious physical and psychological harms that persons engaging in survival sex are 
exposed to, we also find that an absolute victim perspective in this context is poten-
tially harmful, as it renders them invisible especially in the policy-making process. 
Moreover, it seems important to note that the assumption that heroin users selling 
sexual services are devoid of decision-making capacity or agency essentially strips 
them of their humanity. The narratives of our participants conveyed a different mes-
sage: while at times demonstrating a readiness to resort to any measures in times of 
crisis, they also elaborated on a cognitive process infused with apprehension about 
the potential repercussions of their actions. We hence call for future research that 
will delve more deeply into the issue of agency within the realm of survival sex. 
Understanding agency as varying and contextual seems a good starting point in this 
context, as it allows for the analysis to go beyond the given dichotomies of choice/
no-choice, and possibly to understand better how both structural and personal fac-
tors influencing that variation operate (Strega, Shumka and Hallgrímsdóttir, 2021).
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