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THE MANY MEANINGS OF “ECONOMIC NECESSITY”

In the academic literature, as well as common vernacular, “economic necessity” is a common motivator for 
MCS. In fact, many sex workers argue “economic necessity” is the main reason for their involvement in MCS. 

However, our results suggest this concept is relative, with many different interpretations that are linked to 
specific socio-economic contexts. Certainly, some men with pressing economic needs perform MCS as a means of 
daily survival. While other men, who are economically comfortable, may offer sexual services in the pursuit of 
independence, to maintain middle-class lifestyles, to obtain access to upper-class environments, or obtain 
prestigious goods and symbols. Some examples in our study include men who perform MCS to finance high 
education, entertainment, “nice” clothes, etc (see boxes bellow). 

In analyzing temporal patterns of MCS, we noted that some individuals practiced MCS only on an occasional 
basis, as a means for obtaining incomes to supplement their formal (or informal) job. In this context, an 
understanding of the native concept of recurseo(obtaining economic resources) may helps us better understand the 
logic of periodic and intermittent involvements in MCS.  

Methods
• Exploratory, multi-site, ethnographic study of MCS in Lima (Capital City), Iquitos and Pucallpa (Amazonian 
cities). 
• Observation of public behavior and informal contacts with subjects in sex work venues.
• Semi-structured, in-depth interviews with 42 male sex workers and 25 key-informants (health promoters and 
officials, activists and researchers). 
• Questions were asked about social relations, modalities of sex work, sexual practices, and cultural meanings 
regarding sex work. 
• Protocol, verbal informed consent format, and research instruments previously approved by two Ethics 
Committees (local and international). 

(1) HIV/STI studies and 
prevention activities on male sex 
work have traditionally focused on 
street-based modalities. (2) Plaza 
San Martín in Lima is a well 
known venue for male sex work. 

An ethnographic research strategy was employed to gather information about social relations, modalities of MCS, 
sexual practices, and cultural meaning regarding sex work. The fieldwork included observation in urban and peri-urban 
settings, in-depth interviews, and informal contacts. 

Results

Male sex work is carried out in diverse places and under complex and multiple modalities. 

Conclusions
By considering MCS as a diverse, complex and multilayered social phenomena, then we can recognize that social 

and health vulnerabilities associated with this practice (as HIV/STI) are driven not only by sexual behavior itself but also 
linked with specific personal, social and structural conditions (motivations, class, material constraints, violence, cultural 
norms, etc.) 

Our research presents an image of MCS that contrasts stereotyped versions that interpret MCS as a social or 
individual “problem”, commonly associated with poverty, social marginalization, danger, and streets. Based on these 
premises, many HIV prevention initiatives have traditionally focused only on individual sexual behavior or on the most 
visible (usually street-based) modalities of MCS.

The heterogeneity of MCS identified in our study suggests policymakers need to reappraise traditional views of 
male sex work if they wish to develop prevention and intervention measures that will reach male commercial sex workers 
who are quite adept at using the latest technological advances –especially in constrained resource settings– where cell 
phones and internet access are widely available. New research and intervention strategies must take into account the 
diversity of MCS when developing HIV and STI prevention activities directed towards sex workers and their clients.  
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MALE SEX WORK IS PRACTICED IN MULTIPLE VENUES …

• Streets and public parks (the most visible)
• Bars and discotheques
• Saunas
• Porno cinemas 
• Porno video clubs
• Hotels, motels, hostales

• Apartments (of individuals, groups, and MCS agencies)
• Night clubs (along with female sex workers)
• Brothels (along with female sex workers)
• Prisons 
• Boats (traveling by Amazonian rivers)
• Semi-rural zones surrounding cities.
• Camps (of woodwork, oil extraction, and others)

… AND UNDER DIVERSE MODALITIES

• On-line
•“Strippers”/exotic dancers 

Independent and groups
• “Masseurs” (in saunas)
• “Cook” men linked to primary industries
• Itinerant “visitors” (offering sex services to 

workers and travelers) 

• Street-based
Fleteoand transvestites/transexuals

• Private escorts
Independent (“delivery”)
Agency-based (groups)

• Home-based
“Hosts” (anfitriones)

DIFFERENT REASONS FOR INVOLVEMENT IN MALE SEX WORK

Among many fletes(young men)and 
transvestites, mainly those conducting MCS in the 
streets, involvement in sex work typically results 
from social exclusion and lack of other employment 
opportunities. The need of moneyfor daily survival 
is for these men the principal motivation for doing 
sex work. 

However, mainly among working and middle-
class men, we encountered different motivations for 
selling sexual services. For example: looking for 
sexual pleasure; as a hobby; for adventure; 
entertainment, or meeting people; influenced by 
peers; and “curiosity” . For these men, the money 
gained in MCS tended to be conceived more as “easy 
money”. 
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“Economic necessity” not always refers to urgent needs for survival 
money. In different socio-economical contexts and levels, it may be 
referred to obtaining, for example: resources to support ideals of material 
independence; means for maintaining (or reaching) middle-class lifestyles 
and prestigious symbols; or financing high-level studies. 

By reviewing the life trajectories of sex workers 
we also find that motivations of individuals for 
performing MCS change over time. 

MIGRATION AND MOBILITY

Migratory experiences are frequently associated 
with MCS. We identified two different patterns: 
• Some sex workers participate in MCS as a result of 
lack of money, job opportunities, or social support in 
the new environment. 
• For another individuals, migration is part of previous 
work as a sex worker, since they actively travel to 
other cities in pursuit of new markets to offer their sex 
services (being transvestites who mainly make these 
“work journeys”).

MOST SEX WORKERS PERFORM MCS IN 
MORE THAN ONE FORM

For example: some individuals are street-based sex 
workers as well as private escorts; agency-based 
escorts usually also work independently; a man can be 
a “home-based” sex worker in his own city, and work 
in the streets in another cities. A young man reported 
being a fletein the afternoons, and a transvestite at 
nights (“to gain more money”). 

These transits through diverse modalities and 
venues of MCS are also associated with the use of 
different techniques for contacting clients.

MCS, ALSO “ON-LINE” AND BY “DELIVERY”

In urban Peru, access to internet is quickly 
increasing since the late nineties, and cell phones are 
widely available. Many sex workers use these 
technologies to offer sex services and contact clients. 

In fact, many sex workers choose to avoid the 
risks of violence and police raids in the streets by 
offering their sex services occasionally or exclusively 
“on-line” or by “delivery”. 

These new patterns of practice can represent 
serious challenges for many social and health 
interventions aimed at MCS, by focusing only on the 
most visible and traditional forms of MCS. 

Background
Popular and even academic belief of male commercial sex (MCS) 

in Peru depict this practice as performed by socially marginalized 
people. In fact, research on this issue have focused oin Peru almost 
always on street boys or “fletes”, transgender and transvestites 
individuals working in the streets mainly for “economic” reasons within 
a context of violence and social exclusion. Those views on MCS have 
traditionally informed the HIV/STI prevention interventions and 
research.  

A closer evaluation of MCS reveals this practice to be a complex, 
multilayered phenomenon, carried out by people with very different 
social and economic backgrounds, and performed under diverse 
modalities, not only the well known street-based forms. 

These aspects of MCS remain largely unexplored in the academic 
literature on sex work in Peru. As a result of this, many people involved 
in MCS (and vulnerable to HIV/STI) remain unreached by prevention 
interventions. The objective of this study was to describe the 
characteristics, modalities and sociocultural aspects of MCS in 
three Peruvian cities.
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Fieldwork Plaza San Martín, Lima Amazonian river, Iquitos

TALES FROM THE JUNGLE…

Thousands of young men go to the Amazon forest of Ucayali to work in the lumber harvesting industry, the main 
economic activity in this region. Here we found a particular and widely spread form of sex interchange: 

Groups of young men live for several months in camps to harvest lumber. In each camp (with around 8-25 young 
men), there is usually a young woman or man with homosexual identity (and mainly passive sex role), who prepares 
food and is in charge of other domestic tasks. Cook men interviewed reported that they commonly provided sexual 
favors to workers (an attribute typically known to employers at the time of their recruitment in the city), though this 
activity is not always explicitly defined as sex work. When sexual interchanges are performed as commercial 
transactions, cook men maintain an accounting book of sexual services, and payments are deferred until the team 
returns to the city, at which time the manager deducts the cook’s charges from the workers’ salaries. 

Give the economic relevance of the lumber industry in this region, the irregular use of condoms in this context (as 
reported by subjects), and the potential for dissemination of STI in this population, research regarding sexual behaviors 
of this young men could provide better understanding of STI rates and risks factors. 


