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Preface

The Story of Our Collaboration

We do a pretty good job of taking care of each other. . . . I am 
supporting my mom right now.
— Molly

This project began when the first and second authors, Sarah and Anna, 
began a study with the goal of understanding an enduring local prob-
lem: the relationships between legal brothels and the communities in 
which they are located. Nevada is the only state in the United States that 
has legalized brothel prostitution. High taxes on these brothels provide 
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substantial economic support for rural towns and school systems, and 
some brothel owners are among the most active philanthropists in the 
state.1 Despite claims regarding potential benefits of offering sex ser-
vices in legal locations, several factors— including the conflation of legal 
prostitution with sex trafficking, assumptions about the victim status of 
legal sex workers, and the growth of religious conservatism— have made 
the continued existence of legal brothels in the state a recurrent focus of 
controversy and policy discussion.2

The project became immensely more interesting when our mutual 
student, Breanna, a legal prostitute, joined us as a research collaborator. 
Her participation in the project shaped everything— research questions, 
access, methods, and findings. Because she is our student and a mem-
ber of a vulnerable population, our collaboration required us to think 
through many ethical dilemmas and to overcome numerous bureau-
cratic obstacles. Our unique combination of backgrounds, strengths, 
and challenges as researchers as well as our diverse relationships and 
approaches to legal prostitution have undoubtedly shaped the outcome 
of this book. We share our story here, as a way to help our readers un-
derstand how our personal biases and preferences created opportunities 
for a distinctive approach to prostitution research. To share our story, 
we generated individual vignettes about our collaboration, and then 
pieced them together, removing redundancies and organizing them into 
a multivoiced narrative form. We hope that by reading our vignettes in 
interaction with each other, our readers will be able to see how this re-
search came to emphasize multiple perspectives, voices, and intentions, 
extending from us, as authors, to how we present data from diverse 
participants.

Our Collective Story of Collaboration
SARAH: It all started at the Camel Races in Virginia City. The quirky 

event in Nevada’s historic mining town is a fundraiser for Virginia 
City schools. Local businesses and individual patrons sponsor people 
to ride camels and ostriches in races. Food vendors sell a variety of 
cuisines, and spectators can bet on each race. I was surprised to ob-
serve that one of the main event sponsors is the Mustang Ranch— a 
well- known brothel. While my kids pushed against the fence to get 
a better view, I looked at my work email on my phone. One of my 
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favorite academic journals, Management Communication Quarterly, 
called for articles for a special issue about hidden organizations. The 
call was well written and sounded extremely interesting. I imme-
diately wondered whether I had any research ideas that would be 
suitable. Just a moment later, the announcer at the camel races made 
some lewd jokes about the women riding the camels. I was first taken 
aback, and once I started paying attention, I realized that the women 
riders were legal prostitutes— sponsored by local businesses to ride 
the camels. It suddenly dawned on me that I lived in a place with 
interesting hidden organizations and stigmatized occupations.

I couldn’t stop thinking about conducting research in the brothels. 
I study organizational communication, and my sweet spot is ana-
lyzing aspects of organizational life that are rife with inequality— 
particularly in relation to gender. I am also interested in occupational 
and organizational identities. Research in the brothels seemed like 
the perfect next project, combining many of my interests. I wanted 
to get Anna involved, because she is an expert in community- 
organizational relationships, an aspect of the brothels that I thought 
would be important to understand.

ANNA: When Sarah approached me with the idea to study the brothels 
together, I was intrigued. As a relatively new resident to the state of 
Nevada, I knew little more about the brothels than that they ex-
isted. I had not given much thought to the normative aspect of their 
existence— whether they should exist and what functions they served. 
As I learned about the mixed reactions from community residents 
regarding brothels’ philanthropic activities— reactions ranging from 
disgust to appreciation— I wanted to understand more about how 
brothels and their surrounding communities negotiate the tensions 
constituting their interdependent relationship with each other. I am 
deeply committed to conducting engaged communication research, 
rooted in a belief that addressing local problems in collaboration 
with local people validates the relevance of academic work more than 
any publication ever could. Therefore, if we were going to go forward 
with this project, it was important to me that we asked questions 
that were theoretically important, but also rooted in participants’ 
priorities regarding what specific communication problems more 
directly influence their everyday lived experiences. Ultimately, we 
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published an article in that special issue of MCQ focusing on the 
communication challenges brothels face due to simultaneous needs 
to be visible and hidden (a version of that article appears in chapter 9 
of this book). However, in writing this first piece, we realized that the 
context of legal brothel prostitution offered much more to say about 
how stigma and secrecy create group boundaries that facilitate and 
obfuscate opportunities for engagement across differences. We could 
not end our research there.

SARAH: I asked Breanna to be my research assistant because I was 
impressed with her writing skills and her unique maturity in the 
classroom. We decided to meet to discuss my current slate of projects 
to see which might interest her, and how we would begin working 
together. She knew about my ongoing research with sex workers in 
legal brothels, and quickly said she was interested in working with 
me as I interviewed legal prostitutes and brothel owners. I mentioned 
that I was working on data collection, trying to get interview partici-
pants, and that I was waiting for people to call me back.

BREANNA: I was dying to say yes, but I knew that if we went down that 
path I would need to tell her about my secret. I felt that I needed to 
tell her because (1) I thought it was ethically right to do so since I 
would maybe be looking at the data; and (2) it would be too hard to 
be involved and not give my opinion or share my experiences. The 
reason I was so interested in her subject matter of the legal brothels 
of Nevada was that I had worked in one for two years as a sex worker.

SARAH: She said something like, “Well, I can help with that. I can get 
you tons of contacts. I used to work there.”

BREANNA: I was very nervous, as this was my first time coming out to 
a professor, let alone anyone in a professional context in my personal 
life, or anyone in an educational setting. Not even my peers or class-
mates knew my history.

SARAH: As she revealed her occupational history, Breanna looked 
pensive, as if waiting for my reaction. I was surprised, but then in 
awe about how she had been able to manage her studies while also 
juggling the demands of a sex work job. I’m not sure what I said, 
but I felt an immediate need to keep her revelation secret. I felt very 
honored and a little prideful that she trusted me enough to share her 
story with me.
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BREANNA: Sarah’s reaction was a relief. Her eyes got big and she im-
mediately got excited and I could sense a lot of brain activity going 
on— most likely processing and also thinking of ideas of how to use 
my experience. I never felt judged, just mostly accepted.

SARAH: After much discussion, we decided to write a paper together, as 
co- researchers. We both shared a vision to create space in academic 
work for the voices of sex workers, as much is written about the 
industry, but little reflects the working women’s perspectives.

BREANNA: At first I was extremely hesitant and nervous about ventur-
ing into the world of research regarding my experiences. My friends 
and family knew about my past work experience in the brothels, but 
the public was a different story. I had erased all traces of my work-
ing girl persona from the Internet, and other than with my friends 
and family, I didn’t bring up my past in conversations with anyone. 
It was definitely a secret. I was very nervous to have my name tied to 
something of this nature that would follow me around forever and 
potentially have negative consequences. Sarah took this into consid-
eration and told me I could use a pseudonym if I wished. She got all 
the information on it and really cared about protecting my identity.

SARAH: It was at this point that my positions as secret- keeper, co- 
researcher, and professor began to collide. As a researcher, I was 
excited about the opportunity to work on such a compelling project. 
However, I began to feel the weight of the secret. I worried I might 
inadvertently coerce Breanna into the project. I worried about the 
approval from my university’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). I 
worried I might accidentally out her. I worried about Anna, my part-
ner in the sex work research, who did not know, and whether or not 
it was unethical to do a sex work piece behind her back when every-
thing I knew about the industry we learned together. I worried about 
talking about sex with my student, a topic I sometimes engage in the 
classroom, but through the lens of sexuality and versions of sexuali-
ties, and never in personal or explicit discussions of sexual acts. I 
worried how Breanna would read my reactions to her experiences.

I’ve had students reveal deep secrets to me before: cheating on a 
fiancé, disclosing gay and lesbian identities, leaving the church, abu-
sive parents, arrests, addictions, and so forth. However, I was never 
so personally attached to the secret (as I was here because I was 
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already engrained in the research project, and working with Breanna 
as my research assistant), and I think the stigma attached to sex work 
is greater than any other hidden information I’d ever heard from a 
student.

I started to sort out the entanglement by calling IRB. I empha-
sized my desire to protect Breanna’s identity, and they said I should 
not complete a new IRB because work with Breanna as a former sex 
worker would be covered under my sex work IRB. She worked at a 
place that already consented to interviews, and occupationally she 
was the same as my other interviewees. However, I wanted to empha-
size Breanna’s role as a researcher. To this, our IRB office suggested 
we design the project as an oral history, which does not require IRB 
paperwork (which would link her name to the project and poten-
tially expose her). They asked me to write an email to Breanna con-
firming her desire to participate as a co- researcher in an oral history 
project without naming the topic or industry.

BREANNA: We started conducting interviews privately on campus, 
because I was worried about people hearing us talk in Sarah’s of-
fice. Because I don’t talk about my past experiences with many, or 
any, people, it was nice to share all of this information, experience, 
and my opinions on the legal brothels. After being away from the 
business for so long (two years), it was a little weird reliving a lot of 
things by talking about them, but it also felt good. I trusted Sarah 
completely, and again, I never felt judged.

SARAH: I coded our files on my computer without her name and wrote 
code words on my planner when I intended to meet with her. At 
the time, she said she hadn’t really shared this aspect of her identity 
with many others, and I worked hard to veil my knowledge of her 
background. Although I support her, there are many people, even in 
the university setting, who do not. I started feeling very protective of 
Breanna, not only in keeping her identity secret, but because she also 
revealed safety issues, such as men who stalked her, and I wondered 
whether anyone else knew of the potential threats in her life.

BREANNA: As Sarah and I had our interviews and brainstorming ses-
sions, I was taking a class of Anna’s on leadership. I had already taken 
another one of Anna’s classes before, so there was already a founda-
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tion of trust and comfort between us. I enjoyed Anna’s classes, teach-
ing style, and personality a lot.

ANNA: In my narrative leadership class, students learned to articulate 
personal values through a Story of Self, connect those values to oth-
ers in order to construct a “people” through a Story of Us, and create 
a sense of urgency for action through a Story of Now. Right after 
spring break, the Story of Us was due in class.

BREANNA: Immediately, I knew that I wanted to do mine on legal 
sex work, specifically the brothels. My mind was completely on the 
brothels at this time, with my ongoing interviews and research with 
Sarah, and I had also been planning to get back into legal prostitu-
tion at the end of that spring semester. It made sense to me that I 
would want to do such a passionate project on an industry and group 
of people that I am extremely passionate about, since I was and am 
one of them. I decided that I would write one of the parts of the proj-
ect about sex workers and my involvement in the brothels. I wrote it 
up, reread it a hundred times, printed it out, and brought it to class to 
turn in.

ANNA: My lesson plan for the day was to have students work in pairs 
and small groups to workshop the stories— to analyze the clarity 
of the “people” and their unifying values and to offer advice to one 
another for constructing the next step, which would be a call to 
action. As always, I began class by announcing the “game plan” for 
the day.

BREANNA: When she announced at the beginning of class that we 
would be workshopping them with other classmates in groups, I 
wanted to die. Panic set over me and I immediately stood up and 
went to see her at the front of the classroom.

ANNA: Rather than moving with the rest of her classmates into groups 
for this workshop activity, Breanna walked directly up to me in the 
front of the room. I was standing to the side, with the computer and 
a long table separating us from the rest of the class. She smiled and 
made eye contact with me, saying, “I guess I should have asked, but 
I didn’t know we would be workshopping these in class . . .” I could 
see she was holding her Story of Us in her hands. She flipped the title 
page back and, pointing to the middle of the page said, “I’m comfort-
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able showing you this . . . but I don’t think I’m ready to tell anyone 
else.” My eyes scanned down the page to where her finger was point-
ing, to five words in an early paragraph: “I am a sex worker.”

BREANNA: This was how I came out to Anna.
ANNA: I know my eyes got wide. Because of my research with Sarah 

over the last year, I knew how secretive most legal prostitutes in the 
state are about their affiliation with the sex industry, so I felt honored 
that Breanna was comfortable “coming out” to me. Honestly, I was 
excited too. There’s a misperception among some audiences that all 
prostitutes are uneducated, desperate drug addicts, but in our time 
visiting the brothels, Sarah and I met women with a wide range of 
experiences that led them to legal sex work. Breanna, one of my best 
students, challenges those misperceptions.

BREANNA: Her eyes got really big, just like Sarah’s, and it took every-
thing in me not to laugh at how excited she was! She said something 
like, “Oh! Okay! We’ll work around this. You don’t have to get in a 
group with everyone. I’ll take care of it.” Relieved, I started to walk 
back to my desk, and she said, “Breanna, we should talk more about 
this soon, though!” I knew that Anna would be accepting and non-
judgmental because of her work with Sarah, and because by this time 
she had come to know me pretty well as her student and as a person, 
but when she said that comment at the end, I knew that I had done 
the right thing by coming out to her.

ANNA: When we did meet in my office a few days later, Breanna asked 
me to shut the door while we talked. She told me that she was think-
ing about “coming out” to the class as part of her final public narra-
tive for the leadership class, but she wanted my advice about whether 
and how she should do it. She felt passionately about the shame that 
kept so many sex workers silent about their work, about the discrimi-
nation that they face when their professional identity is discovered, 
and about the role of misperception and ignorance in perpetuating 
these negative attitudes among the general public. However, she was 
afraid of how people would respond, and once that information was 
out, she could not take it back.

Ethically, I felt torn. In our time researching the brothels, I had 
met so many intelligent, kind, interesting women who told me stories 
about being judged by friends and family, being denied loans when 
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they had to admit what their profession was, and living with a fear 
that their worlds could crumble if certain people in their communi-
ties found out how they made their paychecks. These women worked 
as independent contractors. They were professional and maintained 
high standards of health and cleanliness. Yet they were treated at 
times as if they were pariahs. So I understood the reasons she wanted 
to educate the class. But I also worried about possible negative rami-
fications for Breanna. I didn’t want her to say anything out loud in 
class that she would regret later. I definitely did not want her to feel 
pressure from me to tell her story.

BREANNA: By this time in the semester I had gotten more comfort-
able with talking about my experience at the brothels from my 
interviews and work with Sarah. In addition to that, coming out to 
Anna and having her support, I felt confident that I could come out 
to the class as a part of my project. I decided to educate my peers by 
showing them my STD/HIV/Hep clearance form that is required 
to pass every week in order to legally work in a Nevada brothel. I 
also decided it was beneficial to my project to show my corporation 
tax papers, which demonstrate that some prostitutes in the brothels 
are legitimate businesswomen, who pay taxes, can make upwards 
of six figures, and run their own business. I wanted to be able to 
show the class that a normal, put- together, and smart young woman 
(myself) had chosen this line of work, enjoyed it, and had extreme 
success from hard work and passion. I wanted very much to defy 
the stereotype and stigma against prostitution, sex workers, and the 
legal brothels. I talked to Anna a lot about my internal struggle and 
the decision that was weighing on me. She was supportive, but not 
extremely helpful.

ANNA: Breanna and I met a few more times to talk about the project 
one- on- one. She got frustrated with me at times, saying, “Just tell me 
what you think I should do!” I always responded by laughing a little 
and saying something to the effect of, “Look, I’ll outline the options 
that I see, but ultimately you have to make decisions that you feel 
comfortable with.”

BREANNA: I understood this, but it was frustrating since she and Sarah 
were the only people who knew I was planning to do this, and be-
cause I valued her opinion.
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ANNA: There were a lot of emails and conversations leading up to 
Breanna’s presentation day, but one in particular stands out. The 
morning of her presentation, I open my inbox to see an email from 
her with the subject line, “Helppppp!” Her message was short: “Can I 
call you? I think I may want to change something about my presenta-
tion and I need your advice!”

Worried, I responded immediately: “Yes. Call me.” My office phone 
rang and I jumped to answer it. Breanna’s voice sounded surprisingly 
calm on the other end of the line. “I’m thinking about not doing a 
video anymore. Is that okay?”

Oh, that’s it? I expected to answer the phone to a panicked Bre-
anna, deciding that she couldn’t go through with the presentation. 
This is just a problem about presentation style? I can handle this!

Students had complete choice in the communication medium they 
used for their final presentations. Breanna had initially wanted to 
make a video because doing so would allow her to show parts of the 
brothel, but also because she could simply press “play” on her presen-
tation day without having to make eye contact with her classmates. 
However, as she got closer to the performance time, she said that 
she thought her message would be stronger if she gave a live perfor-
mance because she would be more vulnerable.

In class, a topic that kept emerging in our conversations revolved 
around this issue of vulnerability in leadership. What does it mean 
to make yourself vulnerable? How might vulnerability lend power to 
a leader’s efforts? How might it undermine her efforts? Where is the 
line between vulnerable disclosures and self- indulgent oversharing?

If Breanna wanted to do the performance live, I would support her. 
But, again, it was important to me that she was making this deci-
sion because she truly wanted to, not because she felt pressure from 
me in any way. I reassured her that I felt confident that she could 
deliver a powerful message using video if she had any concerns about 
doing the live performance. I encouraged her to bring the video 
as backup in case she felt like she couldn’t go through with the live 
performance. I told her that if she wanted to do the live performance 
and couldn’t go through with it, she could always send me the video 
privately and I could grade it as her public performance.
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BREANNA: The day finally came for my presentation. Anna had me 
go on the last day as the last person in case the reaction was nega-
tive; I could run out of the room quickly. I can’t accurately describe 
how nervous I was while waiting through the other performances. 
I had never told any classmates, or people outside my friend group, 
about my job and experience in the legal brothels. I had no idea how 
they would react. Would they be interested and want to know more? 
Would they instantly judge me at the words “I am a sex worker” and 
tune me out? Would they talk about me behind my back afterwards 
with other students?

Eventually it was my turn.
ANNA: When she stood to give her speech, her voice sounded a little 

tight and she gripped the podium. My heart was pounding as I 
watched her speak. I hoped her classmates would be mature. My eyes 
stayed trained on her, trying to communicate support through my 
focus, but I was trying to process her classmates’ reactions through 
my peripheral vision.

BREANNA: Although I was very proud of my speech that I had pre-
pared, as well as the visual aids that helped my case, I was sweating 
and I thought I was going to pass out. I used the podium, (1) for 
something to hold onto, and (2) probably to shield myself in some 
way since I already felt— and was going to feel even more— exposed. 
I started my speech and I knew the audience was having trouble 
getting a grasp on what my project was about. After a few minutes 
of buildup, I finally said, “So, why do I, a young twenty- something 
female college student, care about this oppressed group of women? 
Well, because I am one of those women. I am a sex worker. I have 
worked in a legal Nevada brothel.”

ANNA: Out of the corner of my eye, I saw some classmates straighten 
up and lean forward. In surprise? Interest? I don’t know.

BREANNA: Two things happened when I finally said the words “I am 
a sex worker.” First, I felt an intense feeling of relief wash over me, 
and a huge weight lifted. It was so powerful that I almost thought I 
was going to cry. I could feel tears in my eyes. Second, I scanned the 
reaction of the crowd and saw a lot of different looks. Some had huge 
smiles on their faces. Others looked confused. And one or two had 
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looks of disgust. But the majority looked intrigued and excited about 
what would come out of my mouth next.

ANNA: As she clicked through to a slide showing her corporation 
tax information as an independent contractor, she seemed to gain 
confidence. Her voice sounded stronger— louder, fuller. She clicked 
forward to an image of her STD testing clearance, and she dismissed 
the myth that sex workers are unclean by stating that she’s probably 
been tested more often than the whole class. A student sitting next 
to me nodded his head fervently and snapped his fingers to show his 
support for the strength of this argument. On the final slide, Breanna 
posted her email address and invited her classmates to reach out to 
her to educate themselves about legal prostitution. The class ap-
plauded loudly as she returned to her seat.

BREANNA: I felt like I ended on a very strong and powerful note. How-
ever, as soon as I said the words “thank you” and was walking back 
to my seat, it was sinking in what I had just done. I would now have 
to deal with positive, negative, or lukewarm consequences. I was 
nervous all over again.

Anna said a few last words before she ended class. As I was getting 
my things together, a few people walked by and said that my per-
formance was really good and that they really liked it. A few others 
stuck around to talk to me after class. Overall, there were no intense 
bad reactions. I’m sure that some of my classmates didn’t particularly 
like my decision to be a sex worker, or they may not agree with it, but 
no one was cruel or immature about it, which was a huge relief.

After I left class, I was walking to my car and started to get really 
emotional. The adrenaline rush that I had experienced while giving 
my speech had settled and my nerves had calmed now that I was 
out of the classroom and by myself. I got to my car and sat there for 
a good fifteen minutes, because I honestly felt like I couldn’t drive. 
I went over what I had just shared with a classroom of thirty of my 
peers. I thought about how good it felt, even while still being terrify-
ing at the same time, to share my experience with others. I felt proud 
of myself. While sitting in my car for those fifteen minutes, I cried, a 
lot. I had just gone through a highly emotional experience, and cry-
ing was the release I needed directly after. I calmed down completely 
after that, and drove home. My high from that experience lasted a 
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few days. My performance gave me even more confidence to own my 
decision to work in a legal brothel and to be a sex worker.

SARAH: I was surprised when Breanna told me she decided to go back 
to work in the brothel. Since we started the project, she was out, 
in, out, and back in. With each transition in her professional life, 
some of our research questions and considerations shifted. Publish-
ing about her past life seemed safer; I feel more hesitant about her 
attachment to the project while working in the brothel. What if the 
owner or manager doesn’t like something we say? What if a client 
tries to attach her scholarly identity to her sex worker identity? I love 
to see positive changes in Breanna’s confidence, but I worry about the 
ramifications about this project in relation to her occupational status.

Still, since the time Breanna decided to embrace her identity, I’ve 
noticed a shift in her confidence as a student, collaborator, and, from 
what she says, in her life at the brothel as well. I continue to feel so 
fortunate that the three of us can work together so easily. That I can 
be productive with two inspiring women is pretty awesome.

BREANNA: It’s true. Since starting this project nearly three years ago 
there have been a lot of changes in myself and how I feel about my 
identity. I have been given more opportunities to be truthful and 
honest about my past and present work, and I have taken those op-
portunities with more confidence and grace than I would have before 
engaging with this project.


