
 

SUMMARY 

The change in the law and the evaluation 
 
The lifting of the ban on brothels in 2000 was designed to regulate voluntary 
prostitution, combat involuntary prostitution and deal with abuses, one of the 
main themes being the social position of prostitutes. The regulation of the  

Legalisation  prostitution industry, through the introduction of compulsory licensing for 
operators, has made it possible to run prostitution legally, with the associated 
rights and duties. Prostitutes can exercise their profession in legal businesses, 
and employment laws regulate employment and influence their social position. 
This is in contrast to the pre-2000 situation, when running prostitution was 
illegal and there was no question of prostitutes being employed legally. The 
question is what effect the legalisation of prostitution in licensed businesses 
has had on the social position of prostitutes. Has it been normalized, in the 
sense that they can do their work voluntarily within the limits of a reasonable 
superior-subordinate relationship or an equitable contractual relationship? Or 
is the balance of power skewed, with women being forced to work in bad, 
unhealthy conditions? Given the way the law was changed, the issue of the 
social position of prostitutes is closely related to their position in employment.  

Social position  This can be broadly termed the ‘quality of work’, covering such aspects as the 
nature of the work, health and safety, terms of employment and employment 
relationships. Normalization of their position in employment could have a 
knock-on effect on their functioning in society, social position and general well-
being. 
 

Subject  The survey looked at the social position of prostitutes in the licensed sector in 
2006. It was not about illegal prostitution in non-licensed businesses, which is 
the subject of another study (Biesma et al., 2006). The question the survey set 
out to answer was: 
• What is the situation regarding the social position of prostitutes in the 

licensed sector in the Netherlands? 
• What have the results of lifting the general ban on brothels been? 
 
The subject was broken down into the following research questions: 
• What is the position of prostitutes in the various sectors of prostitution as 

regards employment relationships, rights and duties, earnings and social 
security, the possibilities of leaving the sector, and health and well-being? 

• How important do prostitutes consider the various aspects of their 
employment position, and why? 

• What view do operators take of the customary employment relationships in 
the industry, and why? 

• In what ways has the social position of prostitutes changed vis-à-vis 2001? 
• To what extent can these changes plausibly be attributed to the change in 

the law? 

 I



 

Interviews The survey took the form of face-to-face interviews with 354 prostitutes and 49 
operators. Given the absence of a clear-cut sampling framework the sample 
was not random; the aim when selecting respondents was to have a spread 
among different sectors of prostitution (‘window prostitutes’, clubs, bordellos, 
escort services and massage parlours), different parts of the country, places 
with different levels of urbanization, and various countries of birth, so as to 
reflect the national pattern in the licensed sector as far as possible. The 
operators were traced using lists of licence-holders which municipal authorities 
keep for the purpose of regulating prostitution. Lists from twenty municipalities 
were used. Window prostitutes were contacted at their place of work; when 
contacting prostitutes in other sectors the respective operators were asked to 
provide access to their businesses. Of the prostitutes present during each visit, 
a maximum of four per business were interviewed. The interviews took place 
during the February-July 2006 period. 
 

General The interviews reveal a varied pattern. It would be going too far to refer to 
pattern prostitution as a ‘normal’ economic activity, as the core activity differs too 

much from those in other industries. It cannot be said, however, that the 
quality of the work is structurally poor owing to a skewed balance of power. 
How accurate this picture is depends on how representative the respondents 
in the survey are. Critical observers could contend, based on signs of abuses 
in practice, that the prostitutes in the worst predicament did not dare to give 
accurate answers or did not even have a chance to speak because they were 
influenced or kept away by the operators. No doubt there will have been cases 
of this, but the overwhelming picture from the survey is that operators had 
limited opportunities to influence answers and select prostitutes, and the 
prostitutes were clearly free to answer questions in disagreement with the 
operators’ views. 
 
 
The social position of prostitutes 

The social position of prostitutes in the licensed sector in 2006 can be 
characterized as follows. 

Start Over 60% of the prostitutes started their careers in prostitution at a young age, 
before the age of 25. A third of them were 18 or 19 when they started working 
as prostitutes, and 5% were even younger than 18. A relatively large 
proportion of prostitutes in the escort industry said they started early. Most of 
the prostitutes did not start so much because of financial problems or a desire 
to earn something on the side; often they saw it as a way of earning more than 
they could in other industries. Just under half were introduced by a girlfriend or 
acquaintance. Of our respondents, 8% were forced into prostitution through 
the traffic in women or by a boyfriend or ‘lover boy’. Some of them 
subsequently went on to work voluntarily, or restarted after having stopped. 

Throughput At the time of the interviews most of the prostitutes (64%) had been working in 
the profession for less than four years, in other words they started after the 
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change in the law. About two-thirds had moved from one business to another. 
Most (about 60%) worked in only one or two businesses; a number were much 
more mobile, raising the average to three places of work. Mobility could be 
regarded as an indication of trafficking in women and moving prostitutes 
around, but the respondents said the main reason for moving was that they 
could earn more somewhere else. Prostitution is an industry with low 
‘company loyalty’: the operators said their businesses had a rapid throughput 
of prostitutes. Average lengths of stay are difficult to ascertain. Just under half 
of the prostitutes (44%) had stopped working at some time or other (because 
they didn’t want to work any more, they had enough money, they had formed a 
relationship). They also restarted, the main reason being earnings. Mobility 
and the number of prostitutes leaving the profession and re-entering it show 
that most women are not tied to an operator and can choose their occupation 
and place of work. The interviews (with active prostitutes) do not indicate how 
many women stop for good after a small number of years. A small proportion 
of the women, especially in massage parlours and clubs, also have jobs 
outside prostitution. 

Health Prostitutes live unhealthier lives than the average Dutch woman, mainly as a 
result of their smoking and drinking. Emotional well-being is not generally 
lower than that of other women. Prostitutes in bordellos and window prostitutes 
do show a slightly higher level of distress, however, which could point to 
stress, due e.g. to overwork, problems or unpleasant events in their lives. 
Prostitutes still do not feel they are treated properly by the authorities, 
mentioning government agencies in particular, with the tax authorities at the 
top of the list.  

Earnings Just under half of the prostitutes were satisfied with their earnings; a quarter 
were dissatisfied, mainly because they had earned more before (in better 
economic times). It was mainly those who worked few hours or regarded their 
work as a sideline who were satisfied. Questions were asked about the 
amount of earnings in the survey, but it is difficult to ascertain how reliable the 
answers were, as earnings fluctuate substantially from week to week, month to 
month and year to year. Based on the answers the prostitutes gave on the 
number of customers per day, the number of days they worked and the 
average earnings per customer, we estimate a prostitute’s average weekly 
turnover at just under 1100 euros, with a broad spread on either side. Window 
prostitutes had the highest turnover on average (1460 euros a week), those in 
bordellos and massage parlours the lowest (760 and 528 euros respectively). 
We estimate the prostitutes’ average net income to be 50-65% of turnover. 
Window prostitutes earn the most on average, those in bordellos and massage 
parlours the least. It should be noted that the majority of the prostitutes do not 
pay tax: either they do not consider it necessary because of the small number 
of hours they work, or they consider it does not go with the nature of the 
industry. Also, many respondents say that there is a substantial take-up of 
social security benefit, which is why prostitutes do not want the benefit agency 
or the UWV (the body that administers employee insurance schemes) to find 
out about their earnings through the tax authorities.. 
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Independence The vast majority of the prostitutes (95%) described themselves as self-
employed, but there are limits to their independence. Sixty percent of them set 
their own working hours independently of the operator; a quarter use signing-
up lists. In the case of 60% of the women the charges are set (wholly or partly) 
by the operator. Window prostitutes have the greatest independence when it 
comes to setting charges. In the escort industry just under 40% of the 
prostitutes apply the fixed charges set by the firm. In more than half of the 
businesses (56%) the customer pays the prostitute and there is independence 
in the mode of payment: this is particularly the case with window prostitutes. In 
the other sectors it is more common for the customer to pay the business, 
which then pays the prostitutes. There is a new trend for the financial 
relationship between the operator and the prostitute to be disentangled, with 
the customer paying for the two elements (room rent and services) separately. 
In addition to agreements on working hours, charges and mode of payment 
there are often various agreements and rules on e.g. safe sex, use of drugs, 
style of dress and cleaning, which are found in house rules. 

Agreements Prostitutes have to abide by the agreements: some of the operators said that if 
they did not abide by the working hours, for instance, they would be tackled 
about it and eventually excluded from the business. Another reason why it is 
difficult to make pronouncements about independence in the industry is that 
prostitutes take one another’s interests into account: they use signing-up lists 
or rosters to avoid having too many women there at the same time, and they 
agree prices with their fellow workers to prevent unfair competition. For them 
to be paid by the business would seem to be a good solution for all concerned: 
the operator deducts the rent and the prostitutes do not have to walk around 
with lots of money on them. Some of the prostitutes do not object to a certain 
degree of subservience, or are not fully aware of how subservient they are to 
the operator; they assume that different conditions and rules still apply in 
prostitution from those in other sectors of the economy. 
 
 
The importance of aspects of the employment position 
 
The vast majority of the prostitutes see themselves as self-employed rather 
than as employees. The advantages are freedom, independence and the 
possibility of earning—relatively—large amounts of money, more than in 
regular employment, and these are no different from those in other 

Anonymity sectors of the economy. Typical of prostitution is the emphasis on anonymity, 
which relates partly to the desire to keep earnings off the record (of the tax 
authorities and benefit agencies) and partly to prostitutes’ fear of their 
profession becoming known to their family, friends etc. 
 
The disadvantages of working as a self-employed prostitute relate mainly to 
that independence, so are more typical of self-employment in general than of 
prostitution: 
• No regular income, making it difficult to obtain a mortgage or loan; 
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• No entitlement to welfare provisions, pension, disability benefit etc., even if 
you pay tax. 

Prostitutes tend to associate the drawbacks with their profession rather than 
their status under employment law. 
 

Preferences While regular employment has advantages (clear rights and duties for the 
operator and the prostitutes, entitlement to welfare provisions), many 
prostitutes see the disadvantages (loss of anonymity, independence and 
earnings) as being greater. The prostitutes expect a lot of women to leave the 
industry rather than enter regular employment, or to seek refuge in the illegal 
sector. Only a mere 10% would prefer to work in regular employment; the 
preference is for being self-employed, working in their own business (33%) or 
in a business that provides services to them (20%). 
 
These ideas are reflected in the prostitutes’ assessment of the relative 
importance of various aspects of working in the prostitution industry. Sick pay, 
holiday allowances and regular earnings were regarded as least important; 
anonymity, paying tax as little as possible and avoiding red tape as most 
important. There is an ambivalence here, as official self-employment—as 
preferred by the majority of the prostitutes—involves a certain amount of 
paperwork and tax always has to be paid. 
 
 
Operators and employment relationships 

The operators’ views of the customary employment relationships in the 
industry are dominated by the argument regarding whether they are employers 

Regular and entrepreneurs. The vast majority of the operators interviewed consider 
employment regular employment for prostitutes to be out of the question, often referring to 

constitutional problems (claiming that the physical integrity of the prostitutes is 
an obstacle to a superior-subordinate relationship), even though there is now 
case law on the subject that invalidates this argument. At least as important 
are commercial considerations: regular employment would have major effects 
on the business, owing to the obligation to pay PAYE and employer’s 
contributions, observe the laws that protect against unfair dismissal and 
provide sick pay. Many prostitutes would leave if they received an income tax 
demand. In view of the problems anticipated with regular employment, 
operators are keen to stress the contractual or servicing nature of their 
relationship with the prostitutes, with no superior-subordinate relationship. 
They present themselves as people who rent out rooms and supply facilities. 
Sometimes agreements are set down on paper, but often they are not, as 
operators assume that anything set down in writing could be used against 
them in official arguments about their being employers. The need to present a 
uniform impression to potential customers, a suitable image of the business, 
and for the prostitutes to conduct themselves accordingly is translated into 
house rules, recommended prices, recommendations on dress etc. In practice 
these rules are often not as voluntary as is suggested: women who do not 
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abide by them are excluded. Many of them accept this situation, partly 
because they see it as part and parcel of working in the industry, partly 
because it provides a certain amount of protection: the operator helps to 
resolve quarrels with customers, for instance, and sees to it that they are 
accompanied in unsafe social situations. Operators regard it as wrong and 
unfair that the tax authorities and the UWV can interpret such support as 
indicating that they are employers. 
 
 
Developments since 2001 

The lifting of the ban on brothels in 2000 was evaluated by a study in 2001 
(Daalder, 2002), one of the conclusions of which was that it was too early at 
that time to make a proper assessment of the effects of the change in the law. 
Now, in 2006, the effects should be clearer: based on the aims of the change 
we should be able to see marked improvements in the social position of 

Comparison prostitutes. We can compare a number of aspects of the situation in 2001 and 
2006 respectively, as the question the evaluations set out to answer was the 
same. The comparison is distorted by differences in the samples, however: the 
2006 sample is larger and has a higher proportion of window prostitutes and 
escorts and a smaller proportion from clubs, bordellos and massage parlours. 
There are more respondents born abroad (60% in 2006, as against 38% in 
2001) and there is more emphasis on the four major cities in the Randstad 
western conurbation (55% in 2006, as against 36% in 2001). Also, the 2006 
sample included a higher proportion of young prostitutes (aged 18-19). 
 

Results The comparison shows that prostitutes in 2006 are less satisfied with their 
earnings, they are less likely to declare their earnings to the tax authorities and 
they tend more to be paid direct by the customer. Their independence when it 
comes to setting working hours, breaks and days off, especially in the escort 
industry and clubs, has gone down, but in other respects (refusing customers, 
deciding what to do with customers, choice of dress, price-setting) it has 
remained the same. The independence of window prostitutes has remained 
the same across the board. The support received (from the operator) has 
remained the same or gone down. These data are difficult to interpret, as 
notes given with the answers show that prostitutes sometimes regard less 
support positively as less interference. On balance there do not seem to have 
been any major changes in their social position, so it is not the case that in 
2006—six years after the 2000 change in the law and five years after the first 
evaluation of the effects on social position in 2001—we are able to measure 
an ongoing positive trend. 
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Social position and the change in the law 

Neither prostitutes nor operators take a positive view of the effects of the 
Prostitutes change in the law. Of the 60% of prostitutes who said they were aware of the 

change, almost half were not in favour of it; less than 40% considered it a 
good thing. Half or more of the respondents did not think that the position of 
prostitutes had improved, nor that they now commanded greater respect, nor 
that crime in the industry had gone down. Three-quarters thought it was 
understandable that prostitutes would try to evade the regulations, and almost 
half agreed with the proposition that the change in the law is destroying the 
prostitution industry. 
Our respondents saw the main disadvantages as being the obligation to pay 
tax, the red tape and the risk of losing their anonymity. They are more 
concerned, in other words, with the official requirements associated with the 
legalisation than the legalisation itself. On top of this they mentioned 
disadvantages related to being self-employed: no sick pay, no mortgage 
because of fluctuating income, no accrual of pension. In themselves these 
drawbacks have little to do with the change in the law, as the situation was the 
same before 2000. 
As advantages they mentioned independence (setting prices, organizing 
working hours and choosing what services to provide), an improvement in the 
image of the profession and the enforcement of rules on health and safety. 

Operators The majority of operators (84%) regarded the change in the law as positive. As 
regards the prostitutes’ social position, however, their views were similar to 
those of the prostitutes: it has not improved as a result of the change and they 
do not command any more respect. The operators consider it a good thing for 
the authorities to intervene in the industry, but do not agree on how. They have 
the impression that the authorities have a negative image of the industry, are 
putting pressure on legal businesses (licences, fees, arguments about regular 
employment) and are doing hardly anything to deal with illegal prostitution. 
 
 
Problem areas 

Abuses The general conclusion at the beginning of this chapter on the regulation of the 
licensed sector of the prostitution industry following the change in the law does 
not mean that there are no abuses going on: cf. the influence of ‘lover boys’ 
and pimps who control women outside the regular businesses. There are also 
still women who say that they started working in prostitution when they were 
minors or that they were forced into it, although it is not clear whether this took 
place in licensed businesses. Enforcement is still needed in the industry and 
can certainly be regarded as one of the main benefits of regulation. The escort 
industry, however, is particularly difficult to get a grip on, as it is not clearly 
organized geographically and thus falls outside the municipal sphere of 
enforcement. A number of respondents, both prostitutes and operators, 
pointed to the possibility of prostitutes fleeing to the illegal sector. Advertising 
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and communication using web sites and mobile telephone numbers have 
made it easier to work outside regular businesses, where it is certainly not the 
case that women are always independent and can decide what to do with their 
bodies. The lack of enforcement in the illegal sector is a thorn in the flesh for 
many people. 
 

The future Prostitutes say they need clear information on their status under employment 
law (especially new entrants) and better representation of their interests. The 
persistent prejudice about their profession, and the treatment this gives rise to, 
is still a problem. 
Operators would above all like more clarity and lack of ambivalence regarding 
municipal licences, enforcement and the status of prostitutes under 
employment law. 
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