
American Views on Prostitution Policies:
Voters Oppose Full Decriminalization 

Executive Summary 

In January 2020, the Topos Partnership, working in collaboration with Keating Research, 
conducted an extensive online survey with likely November 2020 voters concerning their 
attitudes toward policies regarding the criminalization and decriminalization of prostitution.1

The memo that follows provides insights for interested parties.

This research demonstrates that voters are strongly opposed to fully decriminalizing 
prostitution. A solid majority of voters are opposed to full decriminalization (57% oppose, of 
which 42% strongly oppose). Voters are motivated by a desire to shrink prostitution, and they 
worry that full decriminalization, which removes all criminal penalties for those who buy sex 
and those who sell others for sex, will do the opposite—grow the industry and put more 
people in harm’s way. Those who want to take positive steps toward preventing and reducing 
prostitution will find overwhelming majorities (from 60% to 83%) support a range of solutions 
that will prevent people from entering prostitution and provide more ways out for those who 
are ready to leave.

Notably, voters are open to the idea of partial decriminalization 
(meaning making prostitution no longer a crime for people who sell their bodies for sex, while 
keeping criminal penalties for those who buy sex and those who facilitate prostitution and   
sell others for sex). At first, voters are split on partial decriminalization (44% support, 40% 
oppose), but an engaged debate builds support for partial decriminalization 
(support increases by 8 percentage points) and deepens voter opposition to 
full decriminalization (opposition increases by 9 percentage points). 

1 For descriptions of each policy, see the survey methodology section at the end of this report. 
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Voters Stand United in Opposition to Full 
Decriminalization 

A solid majority of likely November 2020 voters oppose 
fully decriminalizing prostitution. Opposition is 
consistent across partisanship, race, and geography. 

A majority of Americans oppose 
“having prostitution no longer be 
a crime for anyone involved, 
including those who buy sex, 
those who sell sex, and those 
who facilitate prostitution and sell 
others for sex” with a high 

of full decriminalization. In fact, 
most Americans would keep the 
status quo by “having prostitution 
be a crime for everyone 
involved” (59% support, 36% 
strongly support). 

Full decriminalization of prostitution is one of the rare issues where 
Americans are united in opposition, including: Democrats (56%), Independents (54%), 
and Republicans (63%), White (58%), Black (56%) and Hispanic (50%) voters, and voters in urban 
(54%), suburban (55%) and rural areas (62%). 

People are open to the idea of eliminating criminal penalties for those who sell 
their bodies for sex. Initially, opinion is divided, with slightly more likely November 2020 
voters supporting partial decriminalization, or “having prostitution be a crime for those who buy 
sex and those who facilitate prostitution and sell others for sex, while making it no 
longer a crime for those who sell sex” – 44% of voters support and 40% oppose. Importantly, 
as people learn more, they shift further toward supporting partial decriminalization. 

More people who have been directly impacted by prostitution prefer 
partial over full decriminalization. Comparing support across all three policies finds that 
among those who have sold their bodies for sex or personally know someone who has 
(representing 13% of survey respondents), one-third (35%) support partial decriminalization but 
not full decriminalization, 26% support both partial and full decriminalization, 14% say prostitution 
should be a crime, and just 11% support full decriminalization as the only solution.

 
 

percentage who are strongly 
opposed (57% oppose, 42% 
strongly oppose) — despite the 
emergence of popular culture 
narratives that seek to mainstream 
t he idea of “sex work”, and media 
t hat tends to highlight proponents 
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Engaged debate creates movement 

Exposure to arguments on both sides of the issue further 
entrenches opposition to full decriminalization while 
increasing support for lessening penalties on those who sell 
their bodies for sex (partial decriminalization). 

Over the course of the survey, as voters are exposed to both sides of the debate over full 
decriminalization, opposition to full decriminalization increases by +9 
percentage points from 57% to 66%, with an +8 percentage point increase in 
strong opposition. Shifts occur across demographic subgroups, with the most significant
shifts among Democrats (+10 percentage points strongly oppose), Black voters (+12), and rural voters 
(+10). 

Meanwhile, over the course of the survey support for eliminating penalties on those 
who sell their bodies for sex increases by +8 percentage points overall from 
44% to 52% to gain majority support. Increases in support are most significant among
Independents (+13 percentage points in support), Democrats (+10), women (+10), voters under 35 
years old (+11), and Black and Hispanic voters (+10 respectively). 

After Debate, Increased Opposition to Full and 
Increased Support for partial*

+9 Oppose

+8 Support

Full Decriminalization Partial Decriminalization

  57%

30%

66%

25%

  40%

 44%

36%

  52%

*Excluding Don't know/no Difference Category
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Explaining the Shift: voters want to shrink 
the industry 

Voters want to shrink the sex industry. They support a 
range of solutions that will prevent people from entering 
prostitution and provide more ways out for those who are 
ready to leave. 

A majority (53%) of likely November 2020 voters want their community to adopt policies that 
will shrink prostitution, and only 9% would adopt policies to grow prostitution. Furthermore, 
large majorities support a range of solutions to prevent and reduce prostitution, with several 
policies winning over 50% strong majority support such as increasing penalties for trafficking, 
improving the foster care system, expanding crisis centers, and providing health care among 
many others. 
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Elected officials who want to make a difference in their communities would be well advised to 
promote the types of policy solutions noted above, as opposed to full decriminalization. 

Overwhelming Support for Steps 
to Prevent & Reduce Prostitution 

% Strong 
Support 

% Support 

Increase penalties for those who traffic people for 
sex. 
 

69 82 

Improve the foster care system and ensure higher 
standards and better supports to prevent kids, who are 
at a higher risk, from ending up in the sex trade. 

61 83 

Increase penalties for those who facilitate 
prostitution and sell others for sex. 

59 77 

Expand safe houses and crisis centers for people who 
want to leave prostitution. 

54 82 

Provide mental health services and addiction 
treatment to prevent at-risk people from needing to 
turn to prostitution. 
 

50 80 

Improve economic opportunities in areas with high 
poverty to create better ways of earning money than 
prostitution. 

49 78 

Provide more support and outreach for populations 
that are at a higher risk of being sold for sex such as 
transgender people and LGBTQ youth. 
 

47 74 

Erase criminal records of people who were sold for 
sex, so they have better opportunities for good jobs 
and education. 
 

42 71 

Require counseling for people arrested for buying 
sex, so they can learn about the trauma that 
prostitution causes. 
 

31 64 

Increase penalties for those who buy sex. 39          60 

4



20%

34%

55%

34%
25%

32%

FULL PARTIAL

Far Less Support for a 
Candidate Backing Full 

Decriminalization

More Likely Less Likely No Difference

Voters show greater support for other
solutions such as the prevention and reduction 
measures noted in the prior section, as well as 
partial decriminalization.

By a 25 percentage point 
margin, voters say they 

rather than more likely 
(20%) to support a 
candidate who backs full 
decriminalization.	

Voters are mixed when it comes 
to candidate endorsement of 
partial decriminalization, with 
people evenly divided between 
those who say it would make 
them more and less likely to 
support such a candidate (34% 
each). The findings indicate 
that candidates who want to take a proactive, vocal position against 
criminalization are better off supporting partial decriminalization as 
opposed to full decriminalization. 

would be less likely (55%), 
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supported by the NoVo Foundation. 
Conducted by the Topos Partnership, working in collaboration with Keating Research, and 

Methodology 

The survey was conducted online from January 10-16. A 
total of 1,000 registered voters were interviewed and were screened to ensure that they are 
likely to vote in November 2020. The survey’s confidence interval is +/-3.1% for the full 
sample, with higher tolerances for subgroups. 

The policy choices were described as: 
“Having prostitution be a crime for those who buy sex and those who facilitate prostitution and 
sell others for sex, while making it no longer a crime for those who sell sex.” (partial 
decriminalization) 

“Having prostitution no longer be a crime for anyone involved, including those who buy sex, 
those who sell sex, and those who facilitate prostitution and sell others for sex.” (full 
decriminalization) 

“Having prostitution be a crime for everyone involved, including those who buy sex, those who 
sell sex, and those who facilitate prostitution and sell others for sex.” (criminalization) 

Topos Partnership www.topospartnership.com 
Or email us: team@topospartnership.com 

Keating Research www.keatingresearch.com 

6




