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ABSTRACT

The Venezuelan refugee crisis has displaced nearly 8 million people, with transgender and queer refugees among the most

marginalized groups. This paper explores the intersecting precarity and entrepreneurship of Venezuelan trans women refugees
who became sex workers in Brazil during COVID-19. These women confronted homophobia, transphobia, xenophobia, and
exclusion from both formal employment and community support. Drawing on interviews with 18 trans women sex workers, we

demonstrate how limited opportunities and structural barriers during the COVID-19 pandemic compelled many to enter sex

work and reveal the innovative strategies, both digital and in person, they developed to navigate risk, survive, and build sol-

idarity. By situating sex work as a form of constrained entrepreneurship shaped by overlapping systems of power and

discrimination, our findings offer new insights into the lived realities and adaptive responses of an often-overlooked population

in times of crisis.

1 | Introduction

Since 2014, nearly 8 million Venezuelans have fled economic
collapse and political instability, with many seeking refuge in
neighboring countries such as Brazil (Government of Can-
ada 2025). Brazil's relatively progressive rights and protections
for LGBTQ+ people, including same-sex marriage and gender
identity recognition, have made it appear a welcoming desti-
nation for LGBTQ+ refugees (Malleret 2022; Encarnacion 2016;
Kingston 2016). However, LGBTQ+ Venezuelan refugees in
Brazil frequently encounter homophobia, transphobia, xeno-
phobia, gender-based violence, and labor discrimination—
conditions that intensified during the Bolsonaro presidency
and the COVID-19 pandemic (Valiquette et al. 2020; Cowper-
Smith et al. 2022).

The literature is thin on what happens to specific marginalized
populations, such as LGBTQ+ refugees and, specifically, trans

women refugees, as they establish themselves in the labor market
in their new home country (Gailits et al. 2022). Work can provide
important benefits, including social cohesion and support, social
capital, and access to a variety of other social determinants of
health (Frank et al. 2023). How LGBTQ+ refugees integrate
themselves into the labor market is particularly important to
understand, as LGBTQ+ refugees and trans sex worker refugees
are often excluded from community support, including humani-
tarian organizations and their own ethnic communities; they also
often lack the tools or connections to build social capital or access
key resources due to stigma (Benoit et al. 2018; Hopkinson
etal. 2017; Logie et al. 2024; Su et al. 2025). Brazil’s humanitarian
apparatus, including the Unified Social Assistance System
(SUAS), has historically prioritized women and children, without
prioritizing the needs of LGBTQ- refugees (Gupta et al. 2023; Dos
Santos and Costa 2020). Additionally, LGBTQ+ refugees experi-
ence heightened feelings of alienation when arriving in their
destination community (Heller 2009). Non-LGBTQ+ refugees
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often have support from immediate family members, friends, or
other members of their ethnic community when resettling and
integrating into the labor market; however, LGBTQ+ refugees are
often alone in their migration experience because of discrimina-
tion and lateral violence from their ethnic communities and
families (Bhagat 2020).

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated employment challenges
for LGBTQ+ people, particularly those facing intersectional
marginalization, leading to disproportionately higher rates of
unemployment and job loss (Martino et al. 2022). We explore
this problem and the limited understanding of LGBTQ+ refugee
entrepreneurship by asking the following questions: (1) How
did the COVID-19 crisis influence Venezuelan trans women
refugees to pursue sex work in Brazil? and (2) what creative
strategies did Venezuelan trans women refugees employ to
generate business during the pandemic? We answered these
questions through an in-depth study of participants’ experiences
of entrepreneurship in sex work with particular attention to
refugee status, social capital, and LGBTQ+ identities. Based on
18 in-depth interviews with Venezuelan trans women refugees
who entered sex work during the pandemic in Brazil, we pre-
sent findings on their livelihood insecurity and the entrepre-
neurial strategies they used to navigate it during COVID-19.
This article examines a unique moment during the COVID-19
pandemic for Venezuelan trans women refugees, most of
whom had not engaged in sex work prior to migrating to Brazil.
Specifically, we investigate the entrepreneurial strategies of
Venezuelan trans women refugees who became sex workers
during COVID-19, highlighting how intersecting forms of
stigma and social exclusion drove entry into the business world
of entrepreneurship through sex work.

2 | Theoretical Grounding

We foreground the political economy of trans women sex
workers in Brazil through an intersectional feminist framework,
centering issues of class alongside those of sex and gender
(Beloso 2012). Our article’s key contribution is to explore this
complex tension in practical terms. Trans women sex workers in
Brazil experience agency and subjugation related to sex, gender,
race, class, legal status, and so on that shape their relation to sex
work not solely as trans women but as workers (Beloso 2012;
Crenshaw 1991). We seek to understand how these social po-
sitions produce trans women sex workers as vulnerable to the
capitalist mode of production while understanding decision-
making and agency in the types of work they engage in.

We also engage with the concept of intersectional precarity
(Su 2023). By combining Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality
and Fiddian-Qasmiyeh’s idea of overlapping precarity, Su pre-
sents a more comprehensive understanding that acknowledges
the unique experiences of vulnerable populations who face pre-
carity because of their multiple and intersecting social locations.
As such, our research examines how trans women refugee sex
workers in Brazil navigate risk through the convergence of mul-
tiple, marginalized identities within interlocking systems of
exclusion. Intersectionality demonstrates that vulnerabilities for
this population are not simply additive but are shaped by dynamic

interactions between gender identity, sexual orientation, race,
migratory status, and sex work. These disparities underscore how
intersectional identities and social positions shape experiences of
marginalization and discrimination in new environments
(Crenshaw 1991; M. Teixeira 2015). Given these specific chal-
lenges, examining the intersecting precarity that trans women
refugee sex workers face is essential for research on gendered
migration, refugee experiences, and sex work. For trans women
refugee sex workers, these intersections create unique and com-
pounded forms of social, economic, and legal precarity that sur-
pass the risks encountered by cisgender sex workers or
nonmigrant trans people. Although Brazil maintains legal pro-
tections for LGBTQ+ people, trans women sex workers face se-
vere transphobia, revealing a disconnect between the country’s
rights framework and the lived realities of migrants (Valiquette
et al. 2020; Su 2023). Further, administrative barriers, such as the
reduced provision of services during the pandemic, which pre-
vented full updates to legal documents, and the closure of the
Brazil-Venezuela border from March 2020 until February 2022,
which prevented the issuance of new documents, intensify their
vulnerability and exemplify legal and bureaucratic forms of pre-
carity not experienced by Brazilian trans citizens.

Recent studies emphasize that the intersection of systemic
oppression, including cisnormativity, racism, and insecure
migratory status, shapes patterns of trauma, exclusion, and
survival for transgender migrants (Camminga 2024; Bha-
gat 2023; Su et al. 2021). Sex work for these individuals often
emerges not merely as a constrained economic choice but also
as a response to layered structural limitations. Exclusions within
some ethnic communities exacerbate this precariousness, as
cisnormativity further marginalizes trans people (Bhagat 2023).

Our study centers the lived realities of trans women sex workers.
It demonstrates that overlapping systems of oppression—racism,
xenophobia, transmisogyny, legal precarity, and irregular
migratory status—fundamentally shape their experiences and
strategies for work. These intersecting factors structure both the
risks faced and the strategies developed for survival. Thus, our
analysis advances intersectional and precarity-focused scholar-
ship in migration, showing that these are not simply personal
circumstances, but circumstances produced by, and understood
within, the broader systems of power and exclusion in which
these lives unfold.

21 | Conceptualizing Sex Work in Brazil as
Entrepreneurial

Although research highlights the risks and vulnerabilities faced
by trans women of color in sex work, it pays less attention to the
entrepreneurial skills and strategies involved in this work (Logie
et al. 2022). Rather than treating sex work as inherently
exploitative or culturally normative, we recognize its prevalence
as a structural response to labor-market exclusion and position
sex work as a form of entrepreneurship (Chin et al. 2019). In
Brazil, sexual exploitation is considered a crime, defined as
“promoting, facilitating, inducing, or exploiting the prostitution
of others” (Brazilian Penal Code 1940), rendering the operation
of brothels illegal. Consequently, only the direct provision of

Gender, Work & Organization, 2026

85UB017 SUOLLLIOD SAIR.D 3|l jdde au) Ad peusenob ae o1 YO '8sN J0 S9|Nn 1o} Aleiqi8UIUO 8|1 UO (SUONIPUOD-PUR-SLLBY WD A | IM Aleid U1 |UO//:SANLY) SUONIPUOD pue SIS | U1 89S *[9202/50/62] U0 A%eiqi 8ul|uo A3(1M 80UB|POXT 918D PUE UiesH 10} 81misu| feuolieN ‘IOIN Aq 22T0L 0eMB/TTTT OT/I0p/W00 A 1m Ake.d iUt |uo//Sdny wolj pepeojumoq ‘0 ‘Zer089rT



sexual services by the individual themself is permitted, which
forces sex workers to operate independently. This model re-
sembles that of autonomous entrepreneurs, characterized by a
high level of precarity across multiple dimensions: legal pre-
carity due to the criminalization of third-party involvement,
economic precarity stemming from income instability and in-
adequacy, and social precarity linked to marginalization and
stigma. Sex workers must also navigate risk management and
innovation continuously to sustain their sources of income.

Although Brazil has never formally regulated sex work, it
included the occupation of “companion” in the Brazilian Clas-
sification of Occupations (CBO 5198-05) in 2002 after advocacy
by sex workers' rights activists. The CBO, maintained by the
Ministry of Labor, is used to classify occupations for statistical,
administrative, and policy purposes. Within this framework, sex
workers can register as self-employed and declare income for tax
purposes, which facilitates access to certain administrative pro-
cesses, such as filing income tax returns or contributing to social
security, but does not constitute formal recognition of employ-
ment or proof of work. In this way, many characteristics of sex
work resemble those of other self-employed workers and entre-
preneurs, including control or independence over one's work;
demonstrating skills beyond the service itself (e.g., marketing
and finances); a level of precarity related to high risk, lack of
permanency, and income inadequacy; managing risk and inno-
vation; making an economic contribution; and, at its core,
building an enterprise (Szaban and Skrzek-Lubasinska 2018).
Studies among sex workers describe these characteristics,
showing that many demonstrate considerable entrepreneurial
skills and pursue formalization, even within formal (legal)
economies (Chin et al. 2019; Ruebottom and Toubiana 2021).
Our analysis is rooted in the belief that sex work is legiti-
mate and should not be stigmatized, regardless of whether it is
entrepreneurial.

3 | Literature Review

3.1 | Motivations and Challenges of Refugee
Entrepreneurship

Refugee entrepreneurship literature is nascent. Thus far, aca-
demic research on migrant entrepreneurship has largely com-
bined immigrants and refugees in its analysis despite the two
groups having vastly different entrepreneurship journeys (Huq
and Venugopal 2020; Shneikat and Alrawadieh 2019). Much of
the literature focuses on Syrian refugees in countries such as
Tiirkiye, Jordan, and Lebanon (Alexandre et al. 2019; Shneikat
and Alrawadieh 2019), with limited studies in Latin America.
Furthermore, the literature primarily focuses on refugee men
and women presumed to be cisgender and overlooks LGBTQ+
refugees. This study helps address this gap by examining an
understudied region and population.

Refugees engage in entrepreneurship at higher rates than any
other migrant group, often as a response to exclusion from formal
labor markets through de-credentialing, language barriers, and
weak social networks (Abebe 2023; Kinitz, Ross, et al. 2024).

Literature highlights several motivations for refugees to pursue
entrepreneurship, including supporting themselves and their
families (Shneikat and Alrawadieh 2019; Easton-Calabria and
Omata 2018), prior experience (Alexandre et al. 2019), personal
aspirations (Huq and Venugopal 2020), expressing identity, and
seeking independence (Shneikat and Alrawadieh 2019). The
desire to employ family members, fears of deportation, or chal-
lenges complying with labor laws also drive business ownership
(Badalic 2023).

Literature highlights that refugee entrepreneurs face numerous
barriers, including limited access to financial resources, weak
support networks, a lack of business information, difficulty
connecting with host communities, legal restrictions, and cul-
tural obstacles (Huq and Venugopal 2020). Research also dem-
onstrates that trans women of color are frequently excluded
from formal work due to structural racism and transphobia,
intensifying economic insecurity and narrowing employment
options (Greene and Woods 2024).

Although some scholars highlight the resilience and adaptability
of refugee entrepreneurs, others caution that emphasizing resil-
ience risks obscuring the systemic lack of protection and support
from states and international institutions (Chowdhury et al. 2021;
Alexandre et al. 2019; Easton-Calabria and Omata 2018; Huq and
Venugopal 2020). In the context of sex work, what is often framed
as entrepreneurship or self-reliance should instead be understood
as a constrained response to precarity and intersecting forms of
structural violence, including cisheteronormativity, xenophobia,
and economic exclusion. Self-reliance discourse promoted
through donors and UNHCR policies can shift responsibility for
care onto refugees and Global South host societies while repro-
ducing colonial narratives that cast northern institutions as sav-
iors. These dynamics are concerning amid recent funding cuts to
gender equality and LGBTQ+ rights programs, which further
erode institutional support for marginalized refugee populations
(Easton-Calabria and Omata 2018). Examining trans women sex
workers through the lens of intersectionality and precarity
highlights how these strategies emerge from systems of power and
exclusion, rather than from individual agency or entrepreneurial
traits. Moreover, one source of capital that refugee entrepreneurs
can often draw on, social capital, is not as readily available to trans
refugee entrepreneurs. Trans refugees often face discrimination
from both their ethnic and host communities, limiting access to
social support and networks that facilitate economic participation
(Brooks et al. 2023; Mole et al. 2014; Hopkinson et al. 2017).

3.2 | Motivations to Pursue Sex Work Among
Trans People

Trans Venezuelan refugees may enter sex work despite its risks
for myriad reasons. However, research on trans sex workers has
mainly focused on HIV risk due to the disproportionate
vulnerability of this population, leaving broader structural
contexts underexplored (Kinitz, Shahidi, et al. 2024). Motiva-
tions for refugee entrepreneurship and the barriers refugees face
overlap with those of trans sex workers. Trans women are
frequently excluded from the formal labor markets due to cis-
sexism, sexism, and xenophobia, pushing many toward sex
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work as one of the few available income-generating options
(Vartabedian 2019; Franca and Fontgaland 2020).

Globally, trans sex workers occupy precarious positions due to
stigma, discrimination, and structural barriers linked to trans-
phobia and sexism (Logie et al. 2021). These dynamics increase
exposure to violence and limit institutional protection (Bernier
et al. 2021). However, sex work remains a prominent source of
income among trans women excluded from formal employment
(Vartabedian 2019). For some individuals, it may also provide
income, self-esteem, and forms of empowerment and indepen-
dence, even as it remains shaped by systemic discrimination
(Rosati et al. 2024). Understanding these motivations is espe-
cially important in Brazil, where approximately 90% of trans
women engage in sex work according to the NGO TransVest
(Lopez and Teixeira 2020).

Research on sex work has also highlighted its relatively sup-
portive entrepreneurial context. Despite legal restrictions and
stigma, the sector has created various entrepreneurial en-
deavors, including escort collectives and nonprofit organizations
working to support sex workers (Ruebottom and Toubi-
ana 2021). Digital technologies have further transformed the
industry by enabling online interactions with clients and
expanding independent work, including escorting and webcam
performances (Vartabedian 2019; Bernstein 2007).

Cisnormativity and heteronormativity, which privilege cis-
gender and straight identities, are embedded in social, political,
and economic structures that shape trans women's employment
(Kinitz et al. 2025). In Brazil, trans people and travestis, a
distinct Latin American gender identity combining feminine
presentation with retained masculine traits (Vartabedian 2016),
are frequently excluded from formal employment and pushed
toward sex work. Large urban centers where sexual commerce
occurs often provide rare spaces where low-income trans people
can socialize, access services, and construct feminine identities
with relatively less discrimination (Garcia and Lehman 2011).
Sexual pleasure and desirability also influence some travestis’
decisions to engage in sex work. Nevertheless, structural bar-
riers, including transphobia, limited educational opportunities,
and a lack of family support, remain central drivers (Garcia and
Lehman 2011). Trans women also face vulnerability to traf-
ficking due to marginalization and limited trust in law
enforcement (F. Teixeira 2019). For trans refugees, intersecting
dynamics of xenophobia and cisheterosexism often result in
homelessness and poverty, further increasing pressures to enter
sex work (Franca and Fontgaland 2020). In this context of acute
exclusion, sex work becomes one of the only accessible income-
generating options for trans women in Brazil.

3.3 | Impact of COVID-19 on Trans Women Sex
Workers

Limited research on trans women sex workers necessitates
examining the impact of COVID-19 on this population. The
pandemic intensified vulnerabilities already experienced by sex
workers prior to its onset. Most studies focus on women in the sex

industry without specifying gender identity (Brooks et al. 2023).
Globally, trans sex workers faced substantial income loss, limited
government support, increased stigmatization, homelessness,
and reduced healthcare access, and pressure to continue working
despite significant health risks (Brooks et al. 2023; Lopez and
Teixeira 2020; OAS and R4V 2021; Mlambo and Masuku 2023).

In Brazil, trans women sex workers experienced heightened
income insecurity, compounded by increased police harassment
and repression (Alpizar Lobo et al. 2022). Although sex work
itself is not illegal, pandemic restrictions led to stricter policing
and increased raids and extortion, particularly for those working
on the streets or outside curfew hours (Alpizar Lobo et al. 2022).
Lockdown also reduced customer demand and increased health
risk for workers (Su and Valiquette 2022). Research by the
National Association of Travestis and Transgender People found
that approximately 70% of travestis and trans women were un-
able to access national COVID-19 emergency assistance, forcing
many to continue working on the streets throughout the
pandemic (Benevides and Nogueira 2021).

Facing these constraints, some trans women sex workers
adopted survival strategies, such as high-interest loans or illicit
activities, to meet basic needs. These strategies should not be
viewed as individual moral failings but as responses to struc-
tural violence and exclusion from formal employment, health
care, and government relief (Brooks et al. 2023; Vijayaku-
mar 2018). Race and age further intensify insecurity among
racialized and older trans sex workers (Brooks et al. 2023).
Underfunding and exclusion from aid also limited LGBTQ+
organizations' ability to support trans sex workers, whereas
limited digital access complicated shifts to remote services
(Camminga 2021; Benevides and Nogueira 2021; OAS and
R4V 2021).

Trans refugee sex workers likely experienced even greater
vulnerability during COVID-19. Research with trans Ven-
ezuelan refugees and undocumented migrants in Brazil revealed
that all 12 respondents lost their incomes at the onset of the
pandemic (Su and Valiquette 2022). Intersecting transphobia
and xenophobia further restricted access to formal employment,
pushing many toward sex work as a source of fast money while
increasing exposure to trafficking and sexually transmitted in-
fections (Su and Valiquette 2022). During this period, trans
women sex workers also reported increased abuse from police
and employers, as well as threats of deportation that discour-
aged reporting of violence (OAS and R4V 2021). Some sex
workers attempted to shift to online work during the pandemic,
but concerns about client visibility and limited technological
access posed barriers (Brooks et al. 2023).

4 | Methods and Site Selection

This explanatory sequential mixed-methods study is grounded in
community-based research principles (Creswell 2021) and
developed in close partnership with Casa Miga, a prominent
LGBTQ+ refugee shelter in Manaus. The research received
ethical approval from Yvonne Su's university, with strong
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commitments to participant confidentiality and safety throu-
ghout each stage. The broader project began with 56 surveys and
28 semi-structured interviews conducted between April and
October 2021 with LGBTQ+ Venezuelan refugees in Manaus. We
used snowball sampling, and all data collection was conducted by
Casa Miga's experienced manager, prioritizing sensitivity and
informed consent. The sample represented a wide diversity of
gender and sexual identities. Building on this foundation, we
focused on interviewing 18 Venezuelan trans women refugee sex
workers, an especially under-researched and hard-to-reach
group. These interviews were conducted in Spanish in Manaus,
with 10 in October 2022 and 8 between March and May 2023, all
using referral networks and guided by Casa Miga's staff. To ensure
participants’ well-being and protect their identities, anonymity
and discretion were strictly maintained, and daily debriefs with
the research team helped address emerging issues. The interviews
were then transcribed and translated by Casa Miga's manager. To
analyze the data, we used theme generation and employed an
explicitly intersectional analytical approach (Crenshaw 1991),
examining how sexism, heterosexism, racism, and xenophobia
intersected to shape participants’ lived realities, risks, and sur-
vival strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic.

5 | Results and Discussion

We present our findings to answer our research questions,
organized by four qualitative themes.

5.1 | Sex Work as New Temporary Source of
Income for Trans Venezuelan Refugees During
COVID-19

None of the 18 trans women refugees we interviewed had engaged
in sex work prior to migrating from Venezuela. Entry into sex
work occurred in Brazil during the COVID-19 pandemic, due to
unemployment and labor-market discrimination. Some had plans
to continue their education in Brazil or their previous line of work
in beauty or engineering, but the challenges during the pandemic
made those options unavailable. Sex work then emerged as a form
of constrained entrepreneurship to overcome this gap in their
employment and income so they can look for better jobs when the
economic situation improves.

Rachel*,' a respondent who was a student in Venezuela, shared,
“Here in Brazil, I started sex work. In Venezuela, I only dedi-
cated myself to studying. Here, because of the situation and not
finding much work, I dedicated myself to prostitution.” Simi-
larly, Madeline*, a young respondent, had dreams of going to
university in Brazil, noting that “I wanted a university degree so
I can have a future, to achieve what I need, and to stabilize
myself to think.” Needing to have a stable job to pay for their
education, neither was able to pursue their dreams during
COVID-19, entering sex work instead to afford their basic needs.

Louisa*, a middle-aged respondent, shared that they had gone to
university and graduated with a degree in civil engineering, but
just as they finished school, the economy in Venezuela wors-
ened, and there were no jobs for them. After they migrated to

Brazil, they worked in multiple jobs during the pandemic,
including a shoe store, a grocery store, and a beauty salon,
before finally engaging in sex work. Even after emphasizing that
finding work was “too difficult, super difficult” during the pand-
emic, they were not pessimistic about their future and looked
forward to returning to a professional job. Louisa's experience
echoed that of many others who had come to Brazil thinking
that they were simply going to continue their previous work in
Venezuela as hairdressers or beauticians. Some thought that
they would simply gain additional training to improve their
skills in Brazil and enter a new profession. In the end, none of
these options were available to the 18 respondents, and some
described entering sex work as a last resort.

For some, like Lindsey*, a middle-aged respondent, sex work
was a necessity and a temporary source of financial aid during a
crisis. Lindsey explains,

There are many people who do sex work. Everyone
has their reasons. People who do it because it is the
only way to survive. I do it out of necessity, if it would
be time to change the opportunity, I would consider
another job ... I see it only as an economic solution, I
do not see it as a great job with a future. For me, it is
only as financial aid.

Similarly, Rebecca*, another middle-aged respondent who
traveled to Brazil at the start of the pandemic, explained how
she started doing sex work,

[The] pandemic forced me to go out on the street to
have income, you know what I mean? It's something
like I said, well, I would go out, I would do anything a
little bit because you don't know the day after
tomorrow what might happen, what might happen
with me and my family.

Joyce*, a young trans woman sex worker, shared that during the
pandemic, she felt she had no other option but to turn to sex
work, “so the beauty salons closed, and my work was going
down. I was no longer attending clients, and I saw that I
couldn't work in salons during COVID-19, so I looked for other
options, and I couldn't get other options. And that's when I
decided to change my job as a sexual escort.” Maria*, a young
respondent, shared simply that “the hairdressers were closed, so
we have to work with our bodies.”

Many respondents emphasized that sex work was not their
desired long-term occupation. Indeed, respondents frequently
described aspirations to pursue alternative careers, education, or
vocational training if more stable opportunities became avail-
able. These accounts highlight how sex work often functioned as
an entrepreneurial strategy shaped by structural barriers rather
than a preferred professional pathway.

These narratives underscore that although sex work provided an
important source of income during the pandemic, many par-
ticipants continued to view it as a temporary livelihood strategy
shaped by constrained economic opportunities.
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5.2 | Labor-Market Discrimination Against Trans
Venezuelans Creates Intersecting Precarity

Although a few respondents felt their inability to gain employ-
ment during the pandemic was due to a combination of a bad
economic situation and bad luck, others felt it was personal to
their gender and national identity. Multiple respondents specified
that it was xenophobia and discrimination that kept them from
being able to find work. Liza*, a middle-aged trans woman sex
worker, explained, “I haven't worked for a long time because
normally giving a job here to a transsexual, well, what I've seenis a
little difficult because there's a lot of xenophobia and things like
that.” Joyce put it more bluntly: “Because we are trans girls.”
Here, Liza illustrates how intersecting precarities shape experi-
ences of labor-market discrimination. Liza shared that xeno-
phobia was a barrier to employment, but they also recognized that
it was also because of their gender identity as a trans woman. The
intersection of these identities is crucial, as Liza's unemployment
cannot be explained by nationality or gender identity alone. They
had trans Brazilian acquaintances who were consistently emp-
loyed as well as cisgender Venezuelan friends who were generally
always working during the pandemic. Therefore, it was not one of
Liza's characteristics alone that contributed to her exclusion from
the labor market but the intersection of being trans and being
Venezuelan. The additional economic precarity that comes from
being both trans and Venezuelan is also a contributing factor to
Liza's decision to enter sex work.

Our findings support Greene and Woods (2024), who emphasize
that economic precarity for trans women stems from cumulative
and racialized gender regulation within the workplace, under-
scoring the need to address both gender and racial hierarchies in
analyzing refugee livelihoods and labor-market integration.

Many of the participants engaged in sex work to earn an income
during the pandemic. Evelyn*, a middle-aged sex worker,
explained:

Look, I was affected extremely hard because the
pandemic closed many doors, many people were
looking for work, and we don't manage to have the
income for the person's economy. This is why I needed
to go work on the streets and work at night and offer
my service to any type of man, woman, or anyone.

Despite feeling that sex work was a necessity for survival, the
transition to becoming a sex worker and the feeling of helpless-
ness were very hard on some of the respondents. Linda*, a young
sex worker, shared, “It was hard for me because I wasn't used to
that life because whatever I am, it's hard to go from being a stylist
person to being a sexual escort.” Similarly, Rachel*, another
young respondent reflecting on feelings of helplessness when she
was facing pandemic unemployment, expressed, “I was crying a
lot because I couldn't help myself, and I want to help my family. So
I'was trying to do sex work and other jobs to try to get any money,
but it was very hard, very very hard.”

During COVID-19, access to multiple labor-market sectors,
especially the informal labor market, which often absorbs imm-
igrant labor, was curtailed or eliminated, impacting various

populations. In Brazil, prior research has consistently highlighted
elevated rates of sex work among trans individuals (Caravaca
Morera 2018; Alves 2021; Benevides and Nogueira 2021). How-
ever, the regulatory measures implemented in response to the
pandemic constrained the available options for trans women sex
workers, leaving them with limited or no viable opportunities
other than sex work. Consequently, many individuals found
themselves compelled to enter the sex work industry and rely on it
heavily for financial sustenance during the pandemic.

5.3 | Constrained Entrepreneurship and Trans
Solidarity

The literature on social capital and social networks can help to
shed light on how trans people turn to sex work as a form of
entrepreneurship, especially during the pandemic. We take this
further by bringing the two together to describe entering sex
work during a crisis as a form of constrained entrepreneurship
shaped by overlapping systems of power and discrimination.
Social capital has been credited as being an excellent resource
during a crisis (Aldrich 2012), and social capital can often help
refugee-run businesses succeed and/or make refugees’ circum-
stances more livable through access to resources, information,
and support systems. However, LGBTQ+ refugees often have
weaker ties to their own ethnic and host communities (Su
et al. 2025). Studies on the experience of sex workers during the
pandemic found that many sex workers had very little social
support (Mavhandu-Mudzusi and Moyo 2022; Benevides and
Nogueira 2021), and this was the case prepandemic as well
(Burgos and Del Pino 2021; Prata Filho 2023). Thus, trans
Venezuelan refugees cannot use their social capital and social
networks as a resource during a crisis like their cisgender or
Brazilian counterparts can.

An additional finding highlights that trans women sex workers
felt unsafe and alienated from trans Brazilian sex workers
during the pandemic, limiting their social capital even more
and creating competition in finding clients. Maria, a young
participant, stated, “No, I haven't worked with Brazilian
women ... my friends say that Brazilian women feel like they
envy Venezuelan people ... So we do not mix either Brazilians
and Venezuelans together; she is on her side, and we are on
our side.” Similarly, Daniela*, a young respondent, shared, “I
don't trust Brazilian women here, only Venezuelan women,
because as far as I've heard, the experiences with Brazilian
women are not good.” Maria and Daniela demonstrate the
social isolation trans women sex workers face in Brazil with
the distancing from local trans and sex worker communities. In
the example above, some participants spoke about a lack of
support from local Brazilians and Brazilian trans sex workers,
even though they felt they shared similar social identities that
could be used to build rapport and trust. Consequently, trans
women sex workers had little social capital to access or
mobilize in finding work. Our findings validate previous find-
ings in the literature that cultural differences contribute to
isolation as the LGBTQ+ diaspora often struggles to connect
with local LGBTQ+ groups (Mole et al. 2014) while also facing
harassment from their ethnic community (Portman and
Weyl 2013; Gorman-Murray et al. 2014).
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Furthermore, a previous history of persecution from the com-
munity and family members contributes to a distrust among
LGBTQ+ refugees, migrants, and diaspora in their host com-
munity, hindering social capital development. This highlights
how traditional understandings that refugee entrepreneurs can
count on their diaspora for business support do not easily apply
to gender minorities (Badalic 2023).

Refugee entrepreneurship literature highlights that decisions to
pursue entrepreneurship are shaped by personal and social
contexts, as well as socially constituted attributes and values
(Huq and Venugopal 2020). Gender, sexuality, class, religion,
and age shape access to social capital, which, in turn, structures
both entrepreneurship and exposure to labor-market exclusion.
As such, the concept of intersecting precarity offers a holistic
framework for examining how multiple, overlapping social lo-
cations shape access to the labor market (Su 2023). However,
there were moments of trans solidarity. Our findings show that,
in Manaus, some participants leaned on their shared trans
identity to support one another in finding work and housing, as
well as becoming more entrepreneurial. Rebecca* shared that
she had to go through a period of homelessness for approxi-
mately 5 months during the pandemic, when it was just not
possible for her to pay 400-500 reais a month for rent. However,
after some time, Rebecca was able to live with a friend, another
Venezuelan trans sex worker, and split the rent. She said of her
friend, “She is a very good person, and from time to time she
gives me food, gives me things, and invites me to have lunch
and dinner and stuff.” Here, Rebecca illustrates the significance
of companionship and support during these challenging times.
Louisa*, a young participant, also had an experience of trans
solidarity but across ethnic lines, she explained:

Venezuelans, Brazilians, we all work on the streets to
survive. We work out of necessity. There are some who
work for pleasure, but most of us work to pay for our
food, to pay our rent, to help our families, to help
support our vices. There are good people and bad
people; there are good trans girls who help their
families, and there are others who work to do bad
things as well. Everyone is the owner of their own life.

Most respondents noted that they relied on other queer Ven-
ezuelan trans sex workers for economic opportunities, with a
few interviewees indicating that they leveraged social capital
with trans Brazilian sex workers for housing. This indicates that,
when finding work, trans women sex worker refugees relied on
their national identity as a form of social capital. When finding
housing, they leaned on their identity as trans sex workers to
connect with Brazilian trans sex workers. Louisa's perspective
demonstrates the solidarity she felt toward other trans people.
Indeed, many of the 18 sex workers we interviewed revealed
that a trans friend helped them find clients and digitize their sex
work. Participants described helping each other create profiles,
share phones, and manage online advertising in order to attract
clients. Maria stated that a trans woman sex worker friend that
she lives with helped her set up a Skokka (a website that helps
sex workers find clients) account. Daniela also set up a shared
account on Skokka with her trans Venezuelan friend to help pay
the rent for their shared apartment. Additionally, Janara*, a

young participant, described how her trans friend helped her
reach clients through a sex worker website:

Through a friend, another trans, she told me, Nicole,
there is a page called Saitchy, you go with many peo-
ple, you are going to meet clients, I can publish you
and they are going to call you, many men. She pub-
lished me a page, and I started to receive calls and
messages.

Overall, the experiences of trans women sex workers in Brazil
highlight the critical role of social capital in entrepreneurial
endeavors, particularly for marginalized populations. Despite
having minimal avenues of support, participants leaned on each
other to adapt to the drastic changes in the labor market during
the pandemic, becoming more entrepreneurial as a result.

5.4 | Pushed to Innovate Within Constrained
Entrepreneurship

In addition to feeling like they had to be entrepreneurial to
survive, participants felt pushed to innovate the ways that they
were engaging in sex work. For our participants, a main strategy
implemented was “going online,” which involved both adver-
tising on adult classified platforms and, for some, transitioning
to remote online sex work such as online webcam work, live sex
chats, erotic video chat, and other virtual services. These ex-
amples demonstrate a range of digital adaptations, from arran-
ging in-person work in safer circumstances to offering sexual
services remotely.

Participants shared the creative methods they employed to
survive during the pandemic. They shared that they (1) previ-
ously solicited clients primarily in person and now identify and
solicit clients via social media, especially WhatsApp, Facebook,
and Telegram groups, (2) engaged with new virtual forms of sex
work (online webcam work or virtual services such as providing
companionship) on platforms such as OnlyFans and Skokka, (3)
offered more diverse in-person services such as erotic massages,
and (4) took bigger risks such as going to clients’ homes.

Several respondents expressed the danger that sex workers felt
and experienced on the streets. Whitney*, a young participant,
said, “On the streets, I never felt safe with any client. I never feel
safe because they are people I don't know. They're unknown
characters, and you never know what they are thinking.”
Moreover, Carrie*, another young participant, explained that
Manaus is a dangerous city to work in: “Manaus, let's say that
from what I've heard, it's one of the most dangerous cities
because every day they kill, although in all of them, it's like that.
So that's what it is like for us, we face crime.” Indeed, multiple
participants shared harrowing stories of abuse at the hands of
clients, such as being kidnapped and driven out of the city,
physical violence, verbal attacks, and a great deal of mockery.
Participants also described frequently dealing with clients who
were drunk or on drugs, as well as clients who tried to rob them
and get away without paying for any services. Daniela described
one of those common encounters, “I was posing on the corner
when three people arrived in a car, totally drunk and on drugs,
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and they wanted to abuse me. They cut me on my belly here
[points to a scar on her belly], but I managed to run away, but
they chased me, and I fell on my heels. When they got to me,
they asked me to empty my pockets, so I did.”

Many of the sex workers we interviewed said they felt safer
transitioning from in-person solicitation for sex work to online
solicitation during the pandemic. Evelyn shared that “on the
pages [websites] there is not much danger, because on the
streets, we are insulted, there are people who laugh, people
make fun of us, you know?” Similarly, Barbara* a young
respondent, explained,

Well, at least on the pages, it's a little safer because
they come to your room, they come to my room, and
it's inside my house where I live, well, and my friend is
also there in case something happens, I just scream,
and I would go out and help, but in the street, it's more
risky because you get in a car and you don't know

where they're going to take you and stuff like that.
Likewise, Lindsey, a middle-aged participant, explained,

The street is riskier because you do not know what the
person is like, you know? Because there are people
who want to hurt you. You always have to have a
knife, something to be able to defend yourself in case
that person wants to aggressively abuse you, but on the
app, it’s very different because you dial the person

directly, and the person comes to your room.

In addition to being safer, some respondents said they made
more money online. Joyce explained, “Because you already have
your place, and the client doesn't have to pay anything for the
room. But on the street, you charge. For example, you charge 80
reais, and 30 are for the hotel, and 50 are yours, so no, it's not
worth it.” However, there is also a lot of competition. Kim*, a
middle-aged trans woman sex worker, explained:

Well, I published myself for the first time on the pages,
and I did very well at first. Then as they started to
publish more trans, everything was dropping because
there were already some new ones, and so it was like
that and so on and so on until there were no more new
clients. Then I entered the other page, the one which
was only transsexuals, also, many transsexuals were
published. Many, many, many. So, as I said, there is
competition, there is a lot of competition, there are
some that charge more expensive, others that charge

cheap and run cheap, and so on.

This adaptive behavior of moving online and working remotely
aligns with the notion of resilience among refugees, as they
actively seek alternative strategies and resources to overcome
challenges (Chowdhury et al. 2021; Alexandre et al. 2019). Other
studies on the experience of sex workers during the pandemic
also found that they went online (Bernier et al. 2021; Brooks
et al. 2023). Despite facing precarious working conditions and

the inherent risks associated with sex work, the sex workers
recognized the potential advantages of moving their operations
online. They felt safer and more in control of their working
environment, enabling them to focus on their business while
mitigating some of the risks posed by street-based sex work.
However, it is important to note that going online was not
available to all trans women sex workers because those who
were not technologically literate or skilled or did not have access
to their own smartphones or computers were not able to go
online. Although respondents note that they often share re-
sources such as phones and computers, how often they would
need to be online was not conducive to their usual practices of
sharing devices. The inability to go online was also a limitation
brought up by Brooks et al. (2023) in their scoping review of the
experiences of sex workers during COVID-19.

These experiences draw attention to technological literacy, and
literacy more generally, as another social location that can
contribute to and compound someone's exclusion from the labor
market, forcing them to become entrepreneurial in informal
sectors where literacy is less significant. In the case of trans
women sex workers, a lack of technological literacy was another
intersectional position that made them more precarious during
the pandemic. This was because some of them could not move
their business online and instead had to continue to work on the
streets during a time when it was highly risky to interact inti-
mately with strangers, both from a health and physical safety
perspective.

Moreover, it is important to recognize that the engagement of
trans women refugee sex workers during the pandemic reflects a
complex interplay between resilience and agency. Although
their pathways into sex work were mostly shaped by constrained
opportunities—such as limited access to formal employment
and significant protection gaps in Brazilian and international
responses to Venezuelan LGBTQ+ communities—their actions
also demonstrate their agency in strategic decision-making. In
this sense, resilience should not be understood as an inherent
trait but as a response to structural constraints, often exercised
through agentic choices within limited options. Expanding tar-
geted programs to support the livelihoods of LGBTQ+ in-
dividuals in times of crisis could broaden these options,
enabling choices that are less constrained and reducing the
pressure to rely on sex work as a primary means of income.

6 | Conclusion

Our findings show that the pandemic intensified the hardships
that Venezuelan trans women refugees were already facing in
Brazil, with ongoing struggles related to housing, employment,
and well-being (Prata Filho 2023; Franca and Fontgaland 2020).
COVID-19 and its pandemic restrictions on work, borders, and
general mobility magnified hardships, leading all 18 re-
spondents in the study to enter sex work despite often having
goals for further education or working in different industries.

This study's main contribution lies in highlighting how Ven-
ezuelan trans women refugees who entered sex work in Brazil
navigated intersectional precarity during the pandemic by
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leveraging digital tools and social capital, adapting to new forms
of sex work, and supporting each other. These strategies capture
the agency that was demonstrated by these trans Venezuelan
refugees during an extremely challenging time in their lives. As
such, we framed sex work as a form of constrained entrepre-
neurship shaped by overlapping systems of power and exclusion
to illuminate the lived realities and adaptive responses of
marginalized groups during crisis. Moreover, such framing
helped to spotlight the innovation that has been born out of
trans solidarity and resisting systems of oppression, as the
strategies employed by the trans women refugees enhanced
safety and resilience. These experiences offer lessons for service
organizations, humanitarian agencies, and policymakers in
migration hubs in the Global South. These include policies that
reduce labor discrimination, expand alternative income and
employment programs, and support community-driven strate-
gies for both social and economic empowerment.

By focusing on an understudied and marginalized group, this
research expands understanding of how intersecting identities
and vulnerabilities shape income insecurity, employment pre-
carity, and entrepreneurship among trans refugees during
crisis. Respondents carefully articulated the type of transphobia
and xenophobia they were experiencing in hiring and labor-
market integration, contributing to the scholarship on the
gender and racial hierarchies of refugee livelihoods (Greene and
Woods 2024). Our findings on trans solidarity highlight how
marginalized populations find ways to work together across
ethnic lines to overcome common challenges during periods of
crisis. Ongoing research should explore how to reach and
support the most isolated trans refugee sex workers to ensure
more inclusive support across contexts.
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