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Americans divide over whether or not prostitution should be legal, according to an 
Exclusive Point Taken-Marist Poll, commissioned by WGBH Boston for its new late-
night, multi-platform PBS debate series Point Taken.  A majority of men agree it should 
be legal and think permitting prostitution under the law would allow it to be regulated.  
Just fewer than half of women believe prostitution should not be legal, and they divide 
over whether legalization will lower risks or endanger women.  Little consensus exists 
regarding the legal ramifications for the sex worker or the client.  On most of these 
questions, opinion differs based on gender and age.   
 
The national survey was conducted by The Marist Poll in advance of this week’s Point 
Taken episode, airing Tuesday, May 31st at 11pmET (check local listings) and 
streaming on pbs.org/pointtaken. The series is hosted by Carlos Watson, Emmy Award 
winning journalist and OZY Media co-founder and CEO. 
 
Nearly half of U.S. residents, 49% report prostitution between two consenting adults 
should be legal while 44% disagree.  Men, 54%, and residents under 45 years old, 58%, 
are more likely than women, 44%, and older residents, 40%, to believe prostitution 
should be permissible under the law.   
 
A majority of Americans, 53%, including more than one in five Americans who oppose 
legalizing prostitution, 22%, say sanctioning prostitution will provide regulations and 
minimize the risk.  39% say permitting prostitution will worsen the problem and 
endanger more women.  A gender gap also exists here.  Men, 60%, are more likely than 
women, 47%, to think legalization will increase the potential safeguards.  Women divide 
with 45% reporting that legalization will worsen the problem and put a greater number of 
women in danger. 
 
With regard to the appropriate level of punishment for the involved parties, about six in 
ten Americans oppose criminal prosecution.  63% report the person who sells sex for 
money should not receive any penalty, 33%, or should just pay a fine, 30%.  29% think 
the sex worker should face criminal charges.  Similarly, 60% of Americans say the 
individual who pays for sex should not receive any punishment, 31%, or should pay a 
fine, 29%.  33% believe the client should be criminally charged. 
 
Men are more likely than women to assert that no penalty is necessary for either the sex 
worker or the client.  Still, only about one in three women think prostitutes and their 
clients deserve criminal prosecution.  Looking at age, Americans 45 years of age or 
older are more likely than younger residents to say the two parties should be charged.  
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On both of these questions, about four in ten residents who oppose legalizing 
prostitution say criminal prosecution is not the appropriate punishment.    
 
“Tonight's Point Taken will follow up on this exclusive poll,” says Denise DiIanni, series 
creator and Senior Executive-In-Charge.  “The results are dramatic, with significant 
differences in how men and women view questions of the legalization of sex work." 
 
Close to six in ten Americans, 59%, say they would be bothered, at least a little, if their 
neighbor were a sex worker.  This includes a plurality, 38%, who expresses a great deal 
of discomfort with that notion.  Even 43% of residents who support legalizing prostitution 
would be bothered, at least a little, if their neighbor was a sex worker.  Of note, 51% of 
men say they would not be bothered at all if their neighbor sold sex for money.  In 
contrast, 51% of women report they would be very uncomfortable with that situation. 
 
This survey of 516 adults was conducted May 24th and May 25th, 2016 by The Marist 
Poll sponsored and funded in partnership with WGBH’s Point Taken.  Adults 18 years of 
age and older residing in the contiguous United States were contacted on landline or 
mobile numbers and interviewed in English by telephone using live interviewers.  
Results are statistically significant within ±4.3 percentage points. The error margin was 
not adjusted for sample weights and increases for cross-tabulations. 
 
For more on Point Taken: 
pbs.org/pointtaken 
#pointtakenPBS 
 
For more on The Marist Poll: 
Maristpoll.marist.edu 
#MaristPoll 
 
About The Marist Poll 
Founded in 1978, The Marist College Institute for Public Opinion (MIPO) is a survey 
research center at Marist College in Poughkeepsie, New York.  The Marist Poll has 
conducted independent research on public priorities, elections, and a wide variety of 
social issues.  Through the regular public release of surveys, MIPO has built a legacy of 
independence, reliability, and accuracy. Its results are featured in print and electronic 
media throughout the world. 
 
About WGBH Boston 
WGBH Boston is America’s preeminent public broadcaster and the largest producer of 
PBS content for TV and the Web, including Frontline, Nova, American Experience, 
Masterpiece, Antiques Roadshow, Arthur, Curious George and more than a dozen other 
primetime, lifestyle, and children’s series. WGBH also is a major supplier of 
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programming for public radio, and oversees Public Radio International (PRI). As a 
leader in educational multimedia for the classroom, WGBH supplies content to PBS 
LearningMedia, a national broadband service for teachers and students. WGBH also is 
a pioneer in technologies and services that make media accessible to those with 
hearing or visual impairments. WGBH has been recognized with hundreds of honors. 
More info at www.wgbh.org. 
 
contacts:  

for The Marist Poll 
Lee M. Miringoff 
Barbara L. Carvalho 
Mary E. Griffith 
Marist College 
845.575.5050 

 
  for Point Taken/WGBH 

Eileen Campion 
Roslan & Campion PR 
212-966-4600 
eileen@rc-pr.com 
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