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Methodology
Existential-phenomenological interviews were conducted with 30 sexual 
service providers and men who purchased such a service. Participants 
were recruited through personal contact. Interview transcripts were 
analyzed using thematic analysis.
Findings 
Perceptions of inequality (i.e., between sex workers and clients) and 
moral disengagement predominated our findings. 
Inequality
Our participants feel that people in the society are looking down on them 
and they are afraid to openly say that they work as prostitutes. The 
purpose for both parties when engaging in the sexual consumption are not 
the same. The prostitute participants feel that it is not equal. However, the 
clients feel that it is equal. Such feeling might originate from influence of 
power during the exchange.  

“I can only tell the people I trust that I am working as a prostitute. Others would 
look down on me. I would be ashamed to tell my future boyfriend that I used to 
be a prostitute before. He must not know this,” Taylor.
“I know that people would think it is not acceptable to them to be a prostitute. 
This attitude that has been culturally immersed in our society for hundreds of 
years – even in the soap opera or TV show, the prostitutes are the bad ones ...So, 
people will definitely despise me if they know what I am doing,” Sam.
“They [clients] can freely tell anyone that they purchased services from us. They 
don’t have to be humiliated from this. But, we can’t. It is embarrassing for us,” 
Catriona

From sex workers’ point of views, only the clients can proudly say that they are 
buyers, which aligned with the prior study that it is not considered taboo to speak 
up about one’s consumption from sexual service providers (Belk, 1994). 
Surprisingly, the clients feel ashamed to do so.
Moral disengagement 
Clients use ‘dehumanization’ as mechanism in their moral disengagement during 
the sexual consumption. They also justify that this is a form of dark side 
consumption, which is normal in the society. 

“Everyone has their dark side. This is a form of my dark side consumption. It is a 
same old form of trading – in different generation, environment, and format or 
platform. This grey area of consumption has been practiced for a long time. And 
we should let it flow the way it is,” Pat. 
“People always say we [prostitutes] are normal people. They accept us the way 
we are. But if one of us happened to be their relative or their friend, people 
wouldn’t want to mingle with us. They will fade away,” Sam. 

The participants feel that others in the society use moral justifications to 
make prostitution socially acceptable as it is the Buddhist way that we 
should accept one the way he/she is as collective shared belief. However, 
when it comes to their action, they act differently towards prostitutes. 
Thus, creating attitude-behaviour gap between their attitudes (through 
moral disengagement) and their behaviour.

Implications
Theoretical contribution for this study would contribute to the existing 
literature on ethical and dark side consumption as well as literature on 
motivating factors to engage in such behavior. Additionally, this study can 
give insights on a social policy and challenges faced (from consumers’ 
perspectives) to possibly counter ongoing prostitutions consumption in 
emerging markets.  

Introduction

• Prostitution has long been practiced in history, and 
women are viewed as sexual commodities, serving no 
purpose of women’s function in the society – mothers 
and family nurtures (Hirschman, 1991). 

• Despite the association of immoral exploitation of 
human beings and sex slavery in prostitution, 
prostitution is thought to be the oldest form of consumer 
behavior. It is not going to be abolished anytime soon 
(Belk et al., 1998).

• Prostitutions can be found in disguise at massage 
parlors, bathhouses, beer joints, karaoke bars, and 
nightclubs across the country. It is estimated about two 
million Thai prostitutes in 2018 (Panyasuppakun, 2018). 
These sex workers typically earn at least two to ten 
times the minimum daily wage in Thailand (Carter, 
2019).

• To date, consumer researchers have paid limited 
attention to studying prostitution consumption (Belk, 
1994; Belk et al., 1998; Hoang, 2015). 

• The objective of this study is to explore the perceptions 
of sex workers and their clients (i.e., men who 
purchased from sex service providers) from 
prostitutions consumption experience.

Key Literature review

Sex as commodities Prostitution establishes a large illicit 
sexual consumption market. It is believed that prostitution 
serves as a sexual outlet for men’s uncontrollable 
aggression and violence (Hirschman & Stern, 1994). Such 
exchange in the sexual marketplace is deemed illicit – one 
party for pleasure and one party for money (Hirschman, 
1991). According to an ethnographic study in Thailand, 
prostitution is a fundamental part of Thai culture. It is not 
considered taboo to speak up about personal consumption 
from sexual service providers (Belk, 1994). It is suggested 
that sexual consumption has received limited attention 
from consumer researchers (Falk & Szech, 2013; Hamzah 
et al., 2018; Hirschman & Stern, 1994).

Moral Values Market interaction can lower moral values. 
The exchange of market, and people who participate in 
the market, causally affects people’s willingness to accept 
negative consequences for the third party involved (Falk 
& Szech, 2013). While consumers are standing out against 
immoral exploitation in the workplace, they seem to 
disregard moral standards in trying to buy the cheapest 
products available in the market and unconsciously 
creates the undesired negative consequences that they 
have been opposed to. The same holds true to other forms 
of the dark side of consumer behavior, such as prostitution 
consumption, which has been rarely examined in 
consumer behavior context (Falk & Szech, 2013; Hamzah 
et al., 2018; Hirschman & Stern, 1994).


