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BACKGROUND

MSW (male sex workers) and MSM (men who have
sex with men) have long been an epidemiologic focus
of HIV/AIDS and other STIs interventions. However,
the overlapping population of these two identities, and
this population’s sexual practices, have yet to be
sufficiently studied. This study suggests that this
population—M$M—reveal the multiplicity of motives
of selling sex, and the blurry boundaries between
commercial and non-commercial MSM, which
warrants more attention from future research and
interventions.
OBJECTIVES

• To understand the multiple motives behind
individuals’ choice of selling sex;

• To analyze the association between different
motives and different self-conceptions of selling
sex;

• To explore the potential of the concept of M$M for
future epidemiological and medical
anthropological research on male-male
transactional sex.

METHODS

This study used qualitative, ethnographic research
methods, including (1) participant observation, and (2)
open-ended interviews for 3 months in Shanghai, China.
Through participant observation (prolonged and frequent
interactions between the researchers and study
participants), the researcher observed the daily activities in
commercial sex venues. Digital observation of sexual
services advertising and conversations on dating apps
(Grindr, Jack’d, and Blue’d) were also conducted. Through
a total of 10, 90 minutes-long, open-ended interviews, the
research inquired about the motives behind M$M’
intentions, attitudes, and practices of selling sex.

RESULTS

• M$M sell sex for multiple reasons, such as economic
income, same-sex sexual gratification, and impulsive
decisions of the moment.

• M$M’s feelings towards the customers influence their
choices of (un)safe sexual practices.

CONCLUSIONS

The findings suggest that M$M have diverse motives
of entering the sex industry in addition to economic
reasons. Neither MSW or MSM frame this population
well. This has 2 implications.
First, interventions focusing on MSW (e.g., providing
condoms, free HIV-testing, etc.) are likely to miss
M$M who engage in commercial sex but do not
identify as MSW.
Second, future research and interventions need to
pay more attention to M$M’s own desires in order to
promote safe sex practices among this population.

LIMITATIONS

• Short duration of study (3 months) in one city
(Shanghai)

• Small sample size (N=10)
• Ethnographic research design; biases possible
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