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[bookmark: _Hlk105679613]A Critical Review of Intersectionality, Social Work Education and Sex Work: An Irish Perspective
[bookmark: _Hlk105687651]Abstract 
[bookmark: _Hlk68163638]Social work programmes offer a professional qualification with a primary objective of addressing issues of oppression in society. This furnishes a curriculum that prioritises practice-based social work education, alongside the very structural components which create oppression of race, gender, age and ethnicity of its citizens. Intersectionality is rarely considered mainstream with a preference for linear, one-dimensional theory rather than a multilevel theoretical framework toward anti-oppressive practice. Using an adapted Voice Centred Relational Model (VCRM), the study examines the intersecting experiences of sex workers in the Republic of Ireland. The study presents findings of interviews with fifteen participants involved in sex work. The findings indicate that sex workers primarily work indoors, hold precarious legal status and are situated in Ireland as a response to global migration and economic necessity. The research argues for a revised [intersecting] critical framework for social work education which challenges current sex work narratives and policies which reinforce ‘helping relationships’ of surveillance, regulation and the exclusion of sex workers. 
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Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk69212006][bookmark: _Hlk74037776][bookmark: _Hlk68262769][bookmark: _Hlk80271587][bookmark: _Hlk80272015]While we continue to provide a social work curriculum which prioritises practice-based social work education, we risk oppressing service users alongside the very structural components which create oppression of race, gender, age and ethnicity of its citizens (Morley, 2016). As Crenshaw, founder of intersectional thought (1991) noted, individuals’ interactions with the world are not solely based upon one aspect of their identity but instead are layered and multifaceted. The paper argues for a revised [intersecting] critical framework for social work education which challenges a social work linear paradigm and policies, which define ‘helping relationships’ of surveillance, regulation and consequentially the exclusion of service users (Garrett, 2009; Hardy, 2015). 
[bookmark: _Hlk80257919]Advocating for the inclusion of an intersecting perspective within a social work curriculum will interrogate the “helping relationship” which arguably remains within a moral vacuum of cultural values and public policy (Ruch et al., 2018, p.44). There is a lack of intersectionality training in social work curricula evidenced on an international level (Alvarez-Hernandez, 2021).  The Irish perspective, which although unique in its historical development of social work education and practice, has a current curricula format that resonates with many western societies across the globe (McGregor, 2019). Moreover, the complex entangled discourse of sex workers as service user sex workers, mothers, daughters or partners [of race, gender, age, ability and ethnicity], is embroiled in a legislative minefield of exclusion and periphery. 
[bookmark: _Hlk80272218]Cognisant of structural inequalities which sex workers experience on multiple levels, the paper calls for a paradigm shift for social work education and the centrality of intersectionality for social work education. In support of this position, qualitative data from the Republic of Ireland is presented. For this, the researchers used an adapted Voice Centred Relational Model (VCRM) for data analysis, which amplifies the voice of the sex worker as paramount, and this voice remains central to the study which counter exposes the ‘helping relationship’ in social work practice and secures a compelling case for an intersecting critical framework for social work education.  

The origins of social work practice and the helping relationship 
[bookmark: _Hlk80258632][bookmark: _Hlk80258727][bookmark: _Hlk80258910][bookmark: _Hlk80279728]Social work emerged during the late 19th century in Ireland, notably at the time that the Catholic Church took primary responsibility for the poor. This influence of Catholic patriarchal ideology became further entrenched at the inception of the first social work programmes (Skehill, 2000). Catholic teaching was instrumental in reinforcing women’s position in society as carers, and suitable for the training and education of social work professionals. In essence, at this time social work was caring work and primarily a female centred space (Sweeney, Sixsmith and Molcho, 2019; Kearney and Skehill, 2005). It is important to note that drawing on teachings of morality which originally guided social work education and practice, there evolved the dichotomy of the deserving, and undeserving poor. Help was given to those who were of Catholic faith and of upholding Catholic standards. Women involved in prostitution were not perceived as the deserving poor but shrouded in shame and judgement and placed in institutions (Mahood, 2013).  This was the foundation of the ‘helping relationship’ of social work. 
In Ireland, some of the key interrelating factors shaping social work at different points in time include the political and cultural context of social developments in Ireland, the role of the Catholic Church, and the nature and form of social policy in general and social work in particular at different times over the past century (Skehill, 2000, p.690). Now, in line with current cultural, social, and political discourses social work education and training programmes have become modified over time. For instance, if we consider social work education internationally, cognisant that global social work defies a concise definition (Hutchings and Taylor, 2007), the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW), in 2000 agreed on a global definition, ratified in 2001 by the International Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW) reiterating the principles of human rights and social justice. This definition supported by a ‘commentary’ on social work as ‘an interrelated system of values, theory, and practice’, was a crucial step in the process of defining global standards for social work education (Joint Committee IFSW and IASSW, 2002).
[bookmark: _Hlk80262005][bookmark: _Hlk80262798] Social work in a global context is beginning to penetrate Irish MSW Programmes (Flynn and Sweeney, 2020; Flynn, 2020). Nonetheless, given that social work exists within a particular political ethos of a society, certain rules and expectations apply. In the education, and training of social work students, MSW programs are specifically designed to focus on a searching examination of emerging and major social issues which in a global context include race, gender, culture. Like our counterparts, Ireland too is exposed to global trends and service user profiles have evolved in keeping with these changes (Flynn and Sweeney, 2020). Social work now works with multiple communities with different identities which are complex and require an intersecting concept as Crenshaw herself described how race, class, gender, and other individual characteristics “intersect” with one another and overlap (Crenshaw 1991; Coaston, 2019). 
Moreover, sex workers remain on the periphery of social work discourse and continues to resonate with Ireland’s historical view of women and sex, and the deserving and undeserving poor dichotomy (Mahood, 2013; Sweeney and FitzGerald, 2017). The helping relationship and professional approaches for sex workers in Ireland often remain guided by moral undertones and misjudgments about sex workers circumstances (McGarry and Ryan, 2020). In social work more broadly, the helping relationship with clients also continues to be power-laden and hierarchal (Sinai-Glazer, 2020). Social work literature refers to on-going debates about a ‘care versus control’ dilemma in social work. Here, the social work profession seeks to help and provide care for clients whilst also having developed a powerful social control mandate where surveillance, regulation and management of clients is a feature (Hardy, 2015; Skehill, 2000). 
[bookmark: _Hlk80263616]Within this, there is the risk that helping relationships between social workers and clients can actually reinforce social norms and narratives that oppress clients. This can particularly occur when social work becomes linear, uncritical and too focussed on direct, individual circumstances and thereby failing to account for structural inequalities. Moreover, this can be the case for work with many social work client groups, such as particular groups including sex workers. In this context, intersectionality is one way to better account for structural inequalities as it offers a means to go beyond immediate direct work and understand how intersecting identities are interpreted through policies and practice in ways that produce inequality (Carastathis, 2016). In this context, McGarry and Ryan (2020, p.16) emphasize the importance of this for sex workers in Ireland through concluding that, similar to other groups, “multiple and intersecting forms of stigma and discrimination” shape the experiences of sex workers on the basis of identities such as gender, identity, race and sexuality. 

Sex work and the helping relationship  
[bookmark: _Hlk74037995]It is reported that 1000 women sell sex on any given day (Kelleher, O`Connor, Kelleher and Pillinger, 2009; Ward 2017) within Irelands` indoor and street-based sex industry. These figures are not inclusive of women who cannot be counted from designated street locations or do not advertise on escort websites. The figure, therefore, may be significantly higher (Sweeney and FitzGerald, 2017). Despite Ireland’s large [predominantly migrant] sex work population (Healy, 2012; Ward 2017), there have been no critical discussions to date on how Ireland’s social work system intends to address this populations specific needs (for exceptions, see research studies carried out to identify and argue the importance of  this: O’Connor, O`Neill and Foran,1996; Kelliher,  O’Connor Kelliher  and Pillinger, 2009; Nelson, McGrath, and Giaquinto, n2010; Sweeney and FitzGerald, 2017). 
In 2017, the Government of Ireland amended the criminal code and introduced the Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act 2017. This is largely based on the Nordic model and reinforced by a radical feminist perspective and moral lobbyists (Sweeney, Taylor and Molcho, 2020). In response to the revised law, sex workers are referenced as ‘vulnerable’ and ‘at risk’ who “require specific interventions to attain and maintain sexual health” (Department of Health, 2015, p.3.4). It is not surprising that sex workers remain excluded from current social work education and practice (Fook, 2016). By framing sex workers as inevitably victims, vulnerable or coerced, the law does not capture the complexity and diversity of sex workers and the circumstances that lead them to sex work (Sweeney, Taylor and Molcho, 2020). Intersectionality offers a more complex tool for understanding the circumstances of sex workers by not attaching any singular label to them such as ‘victim’ or ‘female’, but rather considering the complex intersections of multiple identities that affect their circumstances. The emphasis of the legislation is to criminalise buyers of sex only, and the intentions are to eradicate sex work (FitzGerald and McGarry, 2016). 
Evidence to the contrary shows that sex workers become more vulnerable and isolated as a consequence of this law, becoming less visual and unlikely to report violence against them (Sanders and Campbell, 2007; Scoular, 2010). This position is further exacerbated by services focusing on trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation and exiting strategies which clearly align with a ‘helping relationship’ based on surveillance, regulation and judgment (Hardy, 2015).  We know that sex workers in Ireland are predominantly female and foreign nationals (Sweeney and FitzGerald, 2017) and the current legislation and support services does not account or provide for sex workers multiple identities and experiences. 
	Whilst it remains the case that social work operating within a helping relationship should entail support, “trust and feeling safe” for clients (Sinai-Glazer, 2020, p.245), it is of interest to question how this safety can be fully realized in the context of judgment, surveillance and regulation that are features of the narratives and policy framework that guides social workers. Here the intention is not to suggest that social workers would act out of malice or fail to contribute to the liberation and empowerment of sex workers in Ireland. Rather, the framework for practice within social work education falls short of the necessary criticality and multiplicity to deal with key aspects of the structural oppression of sex workers, which centrally entails intersecting identities. In this context, we call for a revised [intersecting] critical framework for social work education which is equipped to challenge current sex work narratives and policies. This must account for the reality of the helping relationship in social work, for sex workers. 

Intersectionality, Social work education and sex work 
[bookmark: _Hlk80264058]As the overall goal of the MSW programmes are the professional qualification in social work, one of its primary objectives is to address issues of inequality in society across the curriculum in keeping with accreditors CORU [Republic of Ireland] Standards of Proficiency (2019). MSW students are first introduced to social work theories within the classroom setting, followed by their practical application and opportunities to interrogate and examine theories within the fieldwork placement setting. Intersectionality extends this thought by providing a critical tool for social work students and practitioners to build on previous and current social work theories to address multiple ethno-cultural and socio-cultural barriers faced by service users. Healy and Thomas (2020) states that “the social work profession has often struggled with the issue of conceptual unity in an effort to find coherence across the dimensions of theory, policy, practice, [research] and education” (p. 2), and intersectionality can bridge this as its perspective acknowledges the breadth of human experiences, instead of conceptualizing social relations and identities separately in terms of either race or class or gender or age or sexual orientation. 
[bookmark: _Hlk72872042]Nayak and Robbins (2018) argue that in critical reflection, oppression and injustice are often understood in general terms and that oppression and inequalities related to gender, sexuality, class, and race therefore risk being neutralized and undetected. The suggestion is made that by using an intersectional approach, which focuses the interplay and complexity between gender, sexuality, class, and race, critical reflection has the capacity to keep central power relations in urgent focus (Butler-Mokoro and Grant, 2017). Cognisant of the ‘helping relationship’ dichotomy of ‘care versus control’ (Hardy, 2015), sex workers tend not to disclose their involvement in sex work to service providers (Sanders, 2013) and international research shows that there is a strong correlation between fear of the stigma of prostitution, fear of being reported to authorities, employers and colleagues, and potentially for some such as migrants, deportation and sex workers non-disclosure of their status (Campbell and O`Neill, 2013). Such fears create isolation and marginalisation, which are often the root cause of sex workers remaining excluded from services and service user led research amongst social work and social science academics (Sanders et al., 2016). 
[bookmark: _Hlk74040385]The intersections of sex workers lives are paramount in identifying appropriate supports and services (Butler-Moroko and Robbins, 2017). Moreover, evidence suggests that service users are not subjected to one socio-oppressive identity but often many oppressive identities which are intertwined. Social work attempts to address oppression but often from a one-dimensional paradigm and intersectionality refutes a binary approach, or one-dimensional paradigm in addressing service users’ needs across the terrains of oppression. Moreover, to consider the power of socially constructed relations of oppression and inequality and to acknowledge the presence of such forces in both the public and private spheres (Holstein and Gubrium, 1999; Yuval-Davis, 2006). Where social workers continue to work within the parameters of surveillance, sex workers remain excluded. The literature requires further examination and a revised critical framework for social work education and practice.

Considering a voice centred relational model of analyses for social work education
[bookmark: _Hlk74042105][bookmark: _Hlk80264463]Sex work [service user] research often happens with the absence of the sex worker [service user] within social work research. Social work research continues to claim the leading voice and expertise within their research field, and the evidence-based knowledge we implement curricula by (Nutley, Walter and Davies, 2007). This study is precedent in Ireland as it recruits and is led by the sex workers [service users] voice. Voice centred relational model of analyses [VCRM herein] is a qualitative methodology that focuses on the voices (the stories and perspectives) of the research participants [sex workers] (Bright et al., 2015). This method of data analyses is based on the premise that a person’s ‘voice’ is “polyphonic and complex” (Brown and Gilligan, 1993, p. 15) like the intersecting lives and identities of service users [sex workers]. Doucet and Mauthner (2002) adapted VCRM for the social sciences, and the authors have adapted this for social work research, and service user led research [in the case of this study, an adapted VCRM approach] (Sweeney, Sixsmith and Molcho, 2019). Although this method is not widely used in social work research and education despite its emphasise on ‘person centred’, ‘strengths based’, and ‘anti-oppressive’ perspectives at the core of social work curricula [albeit through linear applications], alternative and conducive methods to amplifying the voice methods are often over looked (Jarvis, 2017). 
[bookmark: _Hlk80264636][bookmark: _Hlk80269062]From an intersecting perspective, Sanders (2016) helps us to move away from the many ‘deviant’ prostitute theories which exist in [Irish] society towards drawing on ‘individual’ experiences and their narratives about being involved in the sex industry and the many identities that supersede sex workers, such as migration, homelessness, addiction, domestic violence – all of which are now extensions of social work services (Sanders, 2016). Although Doucet and Mauthner (2002; 2008) were not thinking of intersectionality at the time, there is substantiated links to intersectionality (Wheaton, Watson, Mansfield and Caudwell, 2018). 
Overall, VCRM consists of four readings (see also Table 1).  Within four readings of the interview transcripts there are efforts to amplify the muted voices of research participants and to access the multiplicity of voices inevitably inherent in individual experiences. By using VCRM it places significant prominence also on researcher reflexivity and the impact of the researcher’s social location and personal history on responses to participant’s stories and experiences (Mauthner and Doucet, 1998) Reading 1 focuses on main events of the story and how the participant represents themselves in the narrative.  Reading 2 identifies where and how the participant uses personal pronouns such as ‘I’, ‘we’ and ‘you’ when speaking about themselves. By tracing the ‘different voices’ of the participant the reader can identify changes in how the participant perceives and experiences. Reading 3 focuses on the participant inter-personal relationships and is dedicated to listening to how the participants speak about their relationships with others. Finally, reading 4 allows for individual experiences to be examined in the broader contexts of policy and legislation (Crosse, 2015).  VCRM supports our position making explicit the intersecting experiences of sex workers voices which highlight the centrality of intersectionality for social work education. 

[bookmark: _Toc379882406][bookmark: _Toc379882410]Methodology
The Research Design
Biographical narrative approach led by a feminist standpoint epistemological framework was employed. The design(s) seek to promote the ‘voice’ of sex workers intersecting identities (Capous‐Desyllas and Loy, 2020). Biographical narrative research is person centred as an approach which seeks to understand the link between individual agency and wider social structures and processes (Andrews, Squire and Tamboukou, 2013).   The role of the interviewer is to interpret the stories through the lived experiences of the storyteller (Atkinson, 2012).  The participants [sex workers] stories are located, and they now contribute and have ownership of the research outcome. If social work is concerned with the service users’ experiences and multi-identities, a narrative approach is required to locate the ‘hidden injuries of class’, race, gender and ability (Fook, 2016). Feminist standpoint epistemology seeks to locate sex workers experience and life events that reflect social behaviours within a current society of oppression (O`Neill, 2013). 
Sample recruitment 
[bookmark: _Hlk80269968]Fifteen women involved in sex work, aged between 19-50 years of age, throughout Ireland were recruited to take part in the study. The participants travel around Ireland to meet clients while a smaller sample engages in street sex work. The participants in the study refer to themselves as ‘independent escorts’, ‘sex workers’, and/or ‘prostitutes’ [prostitute is the term used in the Irish Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act 2017 and services supporting prostitutes referred to as exploited, trafficked or require exiting strategies]. The sample was purposive, and respondents were recruited through an existing government funded agency that provides services to women involved in sex work throughout Ireland. The gatekeeper agency asked all women accessing the service if they wanted to participate in the study. This led to a snowball sample where participants asked others in the sex industry if they would also be interested in participating in the study. The interviews were conducted on site where the women felt safe and supported. Each biographical narrative interview lasted 30-60 minutes and informed consent was provided. (Allmark et al., 2009). 

Data analysis 
Interviews were audio recorded, transcribed verbatim and analysed using adapted VCRM (Doucet and Mauthner, 2008; Sweeney, Sixsmith and Molcho, 2019). Each transcript was read four times in keeping with the required steps using a specific colour marker for each reading. The data were stored and organised using NVivo software. Each transcript was reviewed for initial and emerging themes, which were then collated into specific themes. The themes are: becoming involved in sex work, relationships, and access to services. 
Table 1.0
	VCRM Reading 1:  for the plot and for our responses to the narrative  

	The transcript is read for the overall story being told by the participant, focusing on main events, sub plots, protagonists and relationships; recurring words, images, metaphors and contradictions in the narrative are noted at this stage. This reading is common to many other methods of qualitative analysis used to interpret interview transcripts, where the whole story is considered (Brown and Gilligan, 1993; Byrne, Canavan and Millar, 2009; Doucet and Doucet 2008; Paliadelis and Cruickshank, 2008).  

	Reading 2:  for the voice of the ‘I’; the reading of ‘I’  

	The transcript focuses on how the participant represents themselves in the narrative, when, where and how the participant uses personal pronouns such as ‘I’, ‘we’ and ‘you’ when speaking about themselves are considered. 

	[bookmark: _Hlk80265453]Reading 3:  for relationships  

	The third reading changes focus from the participant to their inter-personal relationships and is dedicated to listening to how the participants speak about their relationships with others; such as their [ex] partners, relatives, children and friends as well as the broader social networks within which they occupy. 

	Reading 4: placing people within cultural contexts and social structures

	This reading involves placing the participants’ accounts and experiences within broader social, political, cultural and structural contexts (Doucet and Mauthner, 2008). 



Ethical considerations 
The study procedures were reviewed and approved by Research Ethics Committee at the National University of Ireland Galway. All participants were informed about the study’s scope and aims, and participation was voluntary. Full verbal and written explanations of the study were given to all participants. Written consent was obtained, and the participants were assured that consent could be withdrawn at any stage. A statutory health service familiar to the participants was used to host the interviews to provide a safe environment. To protect participants’ identity all data has been anonymised and pseudonyms used (Clarke, 2006).  
Findings 
[bookmark: _Hlk3960676][bookmark: _Hlk11318845][bookmark: _Hlk41902112][bookmark: _Hlk42108276][bookmark: _Hlk68269582]Social work education has evolved over time in response to new theories which are constantly being added to the repertoire of evidence base knowledge. This includes challenging attitudinal and value-based interventions evident in social work practice. The findings of the research are presented to determine why social work education [therefore practice] is required to encompass intersecting principles within social work education to inform many intersecting inequalities experienced by service users. The themes which emerged from the data were: becoming involved in sex work, relationships, and access to services. 
[bookmark: _Toc379882432]
Participant profile

	Cases
	Addiction
	Age Range
	Children
	Immigration Status
	Nationality
	Sex
	Type of Service

	Anna
	Not Disclosed
	40-45
	Yes
	Undocumented
	Brazilian
	Female
	Escort

	Bella
	Not Disclosed
	31-35
	Yes
	Non-Irish EU
	Portuguese/ Originally from Brazil
	Female
	Escort

	Cathy
	Not Disclosed
	20-25
	No
	Non-Irish EU
	Spanish
	Female
	Escort

	Eva
	Yes
	31-35
	Yes
	Asylum Seeker
	South African
	Female
	Street

	Fiona
	Not Disclosed
	20-25
	No
	Asylum Seeker
	Nigerian
	Female
	Escort

	Gene
	Not Disclosed
	20-25
	No
	Student Visa
	Brazilian
	Female
	Escort

	Helen
	Not Disclosed
	46-50
	Yes
	Student Visa
	South African
	Female
	Escort

	Irene
	Not Disclosed
	40-45
	Yes
	Non-Irish EU
	Spanish/ originally from The Dominican Republic
	Female
	Escort

	Jenny
	Not Disclosed
	20-25
	Yes
	Student Visa
	Brazilian
	Female
	Escort

	Kate
	Observation
	20-25
	No
	Irish Citizen
	Irish
	Female
	Escort

	Liz
	Yes
	20-25
	Unknown
	Non-Irish EU
	Romanian
	Female
	Escort

	Mary
	No
	20-25
	No
	Irish Citizen
	Irish
	Female
	Street

	Nessa
	Not Disclosed
	20-25
	No
	Temporary Visa
	Brazilian
	Trans-sexual (self identified)
	Escort

	Orla
	No
	40-45
	No
	Non-Irish EU
	Belgian/originally from Kenya
	Female
	Escort

	Pia
	No
	50+
	No
	Irish Citizen
	Irish
	Female
	Escort


[bookmark: _Toc379115719][bookmark: _Toc379119726][bookmark: _Toc379377689]
Table 1.2 Participant profile (NVivo file, 2015)
Becoming involved in sex work
Reasons for entering sex work are complex and multifaceted. The participants in the study addressed some of the main factors for becoming involved in sex work. They are primarily financial necessity, caused by situational experiences of family breakdown and migration. Social work straddles these care domains, and sex workers had experience of social workers in their past but not in capacity of sex work.
Family breakdown
Family breakdown was prevalent among sex workers in the study. Sex workers experienced family breakdown and homelessness and others experienced the care system.  Although the participants were over 18 years at the time of the interview, participants stated that they left home prior to becoming 18 and/or from the care system and engaged in juvenile prostitution. 
… after a fall out with my family, I moved out, anyway I was 17, and turned 18 in May and I hadn’t a great job… I ended up living in a hostel [emergency accommodation], yeah…
Participants discussed addiction and homelessness and how they survive on the street. Anna spoke of addiction and physical and sexual abuse.
...it’s a package, definitely, yeah, I will tell you now, If I struggle financially and I thought `oh let me just go and do one night on the street to, make some money`, now that I’m clean (free from drugs). It’s gonna be very difficult 
Anna also explains how young women find themselves homeless and involved in sex work. 
...  no, it is normally something else that triggers it, usually it would be something in their childhood or maybe it’s, me, what got me there was initially, there was a close family member, my brother died, and I just, I didn’t bother about life... 
Migration
Many women migrate to Ireland for education, work and seeking asylum.  Their decisions are caused by poverty, conflict in their countries of origin and to realise new opportunities. Participants who identified as seeking asylum or undocumented discussed becoming involved in sex work as legal employment was not an option [Asylum seekers in Ireland are not allowed to participate in employment]. 
...Because of my status, I am not here legally, so to find work is very difficult… there is no assistance here for me and I have no family here…
Relationships and sex work 
Participants discussed important relationships in their lives. Sex workers have children and families which expand across Ireland and globally. Not all relationships were viewed as negative and often foreign national sex workers were working to provide for their families back home. 
Children and family
Foreign national sex workers are discussed family displacement and isolation in Ireland. As Fiona from Nigeria living within Direct Provision explains,
... you know some people they have family; they have friends, they have brothers who can take care of themselves (you), I don’t have nobody... I can go home (To visit), I can come back, to go home to see my mom (becomes emotional) ... 
Participants who were in Ireland on a student or employment visas found it difficult to find suitable employment and with the added responsibility to send money back to their families, sex work seemed a viable option. Stories of separation of mother and children were familiar among the participants. Anna tells,
 My children need money, they live still in Brazil with their father, he is sick, and he cannot work so I make money for my children... Yes, my kids live there (in Brazil). I talk to them every day; every day and I miss them.
Orla shares similar experiences,
...it was a little bit hard because I used to study and work and help my whole family. My mum is sick, and I got two, two, a sister and a brother. I’m the oldest one, so I always help my family, you know, so about everything, house, food, clothes, school for my young sisters, so everything comes from me… 
Other relationships discussed by sex workers were sex work peers, clients, pimps, and boyfriends. 
Supportive services for sex workers 
Social work and other allied healthcare providers are agents of a legal and political tapestry which shape society (Dominelli, 2007). At the time of data collection, sex workers were working outside of the law. Nevertheless, since adapted, the Nordic model of decriminalisation of sex workers has led to no change to service provisions.  Sex workers discussed how they perceive their needs to be and how services can ‘help’ achieve this, against the backdrop of current ‘helping relationships’ which are often exclusionary, judgmental, and only accessible to sex workers wishing to exit sex work or who identify as trafficked or vulnerable.  Consequently, sex workers in the study did not disclose sex work as they did not trust services.
Identified needs
The findings suggested psychological and emotional supports for sex workers. The participants discussed their perceived needs in the context of advocacy and for services to advocate on their behalf and listen to their experiences. 
... some women they, they like they say they strong they don’t need anybody to help them. But it is not true. Like the physical and the mental, em, the emotional it is very, affected when you work like this… we need advocates, all the time there is people against us, but, because of the misconception, because of that stereotypical thing... 
Sex workers felt a strong sense of isolation and psychological vulnerability,
They [sex workers] don’t go anywhere; they would just be quite and forget it...
Moreover, sex workers discussed the need for early intervention and the significance of support prior to sex work when they were experiencing family breakdown, the care system and migration. They did not believe previous ‘helping relationships’ with social workers and other services created positive outcomes.
 ...earlier, yeah, earlier intervention of supports; it would be much easier for them to get out, yeah... Nobody cared… They [social services] haven’t got a clue!

Access to services 
Sex workers believed that services were prejudice towards them. This was felt across the sectors to include police, medical practitioners, and social work/social care workers. Such prejudice created fear amongst sex workers and the impact this could have on their familial relationships. 
...yeah, but I don’t think we would go to the police or, well to any services especially, if something happens...I don’t think so because I wouldn’t trust any of them (pauses), I think they are, you know (pauses), they would be prejudice
Furthermore, sex workers discussed services which attempted to  ‘save’ them. They discussed experiencing kindness from services when they agreed to exit sex work. 
Yeah… lets get you on a course, or counselling… them [f…s] how is that gonna sort my life out? If I tell them anything, I am screwed… 
Despite a globalised social work, migrant sex workers expressed concerns twofold due to precarious legal status. For migrant sex workers they felt social workers and allied healthcare providers had a surveillance role and they feared deportation instead of service provisions. 

They [service providers] treat you differently, what supports can they give me, I am not entitled to any? … A plane ticket home, they don’t care about my kids or my situation… 

Discussion

It is clear from the findings of this study that the lived experiences of sex workers are strongly influenced by intersecting identities such as migrant status and gender, as well as the impact of relationships and social isolation. This reflects other recent Irish research in this area that concluded that differential experiences of health and safety risks presented across sex working communities, including migrant and trans sex workers, with social isolation increasing risk and vulnerability (McGarry and Ryan, 2020). Also instrumental in this context is the finding of this study that sex workers believed professionals and services would be prejudicial toward them, potentially contributing to their surveillance, and even presenting as dangerous to engage with, for instance, due to risk of deportation. It would appear conclusive that sex workers are cognisant of the potential for social workers to have a control and regulatory function, in line with the care versus control dilemma in social work more broadly (Hardy, 2015; Thompson, 2020), despite social work being situated within a helping relationship. 
For social workers to overcome their potential complicity within wider policies, structures and narratives that control rather than care for sex workers, they must first render this complicity visible. Only then can social workers prevent themselves and others from unthinkingly reproducing narratives and practices that oppress sex workers. Given the clear importance of intersecting identities in the structural oppression of sex workers in Ireland, as evident from findings of this study, it would seem that some awareness of intersectionality will be imperative to process of positive change in social work. Understanding of intersecting identities can then become a key aspect of a revised [intersecting] critical framework for social work education that accounts for both care and control.  
When we consider the significant of legislation and how this informs social work practice and service users assessed needs; we cannot ignore the findings which clearly state that sex workers feel excluded and threatened by current laws and legislation regarding sex work in Ireland. If we consider social work as statutory agents compliant with current legislation, then social work works in partnership with current legislation [Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act 2017] despite sex workers response to the law as keeping them ‘vulnerable’ and ‘at risk’ and does not acknowledge sex workers ‘require specific interventions`  (Department of Health, 2015: 3.4). Because of the current law the findings confirm that sex workers will not disclose their situations to [social work] services and reaffirms that sex workers become more vulnerable and isolated as a consequence of this law (Sanders and Campbell, 2007; Scoular, 2010). 
This position is further exacerbated by social works statutory role based on surveillance, regulation and judgment (Hardy, 2015). which clearly defines the ‘helping relationship’ in social work practice. This makes a strong case for an intersecting framework within the social work curriculum to critically challenge current policies and legislation which position social work within a binary approach to legislation in addressing service users’ needs cognisant of the intersecting terrains of oppression and the power of socially constructed forces in both the public and private spheres (Holstein and Gubrium, 1999; Yuval-Davis, 2006). Intersectionality refutes a binary approach. Legislation and its impact on social work requires a critical intersecting lens to capture the complexity and diversity of sex workers and the circumstances that lead them to sex work (Sweeney, Taylor and Molcho, 2020).
What is unique about this paper is the ‘voice’ of the sex worker within the study. Using an adapted Voice Centred Relational Model, this method of data analyses argues that a person’s ‘voice’ is “polyphonic and complex” (Brown & Gilligan, 1993, p. 15) liking to the intersecting lives and identities of service users [sex workers]. Based on the findings, we know the lived experiences of sex workers who are excluded from social work services, who would not disclose to social workers their involvement in social work and fear the very legislation social work is bound within. The helping relationship is only their for-sex workers who consider themselves trafficked for the purpose of exploitation, and/or vulnerable and wish to exit sex work. The findings stand to correct social works existence within a society shaped by the dichotomy of the deserving, and undeserving poor and continues to resonate with Irelands historical view of women and sex (Mahood, 2013; Sweeney and FitzGerald, 2017). The findings confirm what is known in the literature that helping relationship and professional approaches for sex workers in Ireland often remain guided by moral undertones and misjudgments about sex workers circumstances (McGarry and Ryan, 2020). In social work more broadly, the helping relationship with clients also continues to be power-laden and hierarchal (Sinai-Glazer, 2020). This paper calls for wider critical application of service user led methodologies cognizant of an intersecting theoretical underpinning which extend evidence-based knowledge from standardized methodologies in keeping with a binary approach to social work research and practice (Sweeney, Molcho and Sixsmith, 2019).

Conclusion 

This study provides compelling evidence to deposit a critical application of intersectionality within the social work curriculum. The study confirms while we continue to provide a social work curriculum which prioritises practice-based social work education, we risk oppressing service users alongside the very structural components which create oppression of race, gender, age and ethnicity of its citizens. Using a revised [intersecting] a critical multilevel theoretical framework to develop anti-oppressive practice for social work education will challenge the current social work linear paradigm and policies, which define ‘helping relationships’ of surveillance, regulation and consequentially the exclusion of service users. Sex workers participating in the study using an adapted VCRM highlights the need to involve the service users [sex workers] in planning curriculum and services that are designed to meet their needs which will result in more intersecting critical practitioners, inclusive services and reducing imposed oppression for women, and other gender identities, in the sex industry. 
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