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Female sex trafficking is a pressing concern. In this article, we provide a comprehensive
overview of relevant issues regarding the concept of female sex trafficking and research in
the field of human trafficking, drawing on a variety of disciplines, including economics, gender
and sexuality studies, psychology, sociology, law, and social work. We discuss the debates
surrounding the definition of human trafficking, compare and contrast it with human smug-
gling, and outline connections between female sex trafficking and the issue of sex work
and prostitution. We further discuss the history and current estimations of female sex traf-
ficking. We then outline the main actors in female sex trafficking, including trafficked
persons, traffickers, clients, and service providers, and we overview the trafficking process
from recruitment to identification, recovery, and (re)integration. Finally, we conclude with
recommendations for future research that tie together the concepts of vulnerability,
exploitation, and long-term recovery and (re)integration.

Human trafficking is a pressing concern with substantive
negative consequences for its victims. It carries relevance
for a variety of actors, from the individual looking for
employment, or looking to migrate, to the international
community responsible for the safety of those targeted.
This interest in human trafficking has produced a
plethora of information, much of which is not based on
rigorous empirical research. Much of the information
available is the product of heated debates on issues per-
taining to security, human smuggling, female migration,
and prostitution. To a lesser extent, information is yielded
from lessons learned in the field. Last, and unfortunately,
a small portion of the literature is simply a consequence of
speculation and marked by inaccuracy. Within the litera-
ture on human trafficking the focus has primarily been
placed on female sex trafficking because it is one of the
most severe forms of human trafficking, and thus it is this
type of trafficking that most researchers attempt to ana-
lyze and understand. A thorough review of the available

literature on female sex trafficking that seeks to identify
the most urgent issues of concern and to disentangle
reality from myth is crucial, because the existing literature
informs policies that aim to tackle human trafficking and
assist those who have been affected by it. The purpose of
this article is therefore to provide a comprehensive over-
view of the main themes involved in female sex trafficking
and to identify the gaps to be filled.

We start this review by defining human trafficking and
then briefly discuss current issues of contention in human
trafficking, such as the overlap between trafficking and
smuggling and the link between female sex trafficking
and sex work. As current issues have their roots in the past,
we also include a short historical review that touches on
White slavery and the historical origins of sex trafficking.
Following that, we review different approaches to sex traf-
ficking, including trafficking as a security issue, trafficking
as a migration issue, and trafficking as a human rights
issue. Thereafter, we provide an overview of the main
actors that play a role in sex trafficking processes, namely
trafficked women, traffickers, clients, and the central ser-
vice provider for persons trafficked. After the overview of
the main actors, the focus shifts to the trafficking process,
including methods of recruitment and characteristics of the
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trafficking process. We then discuss methods of identifi-
cation and follow the processes of recovery and reinte-
gration of trafficked persons before discussing directions
for future research.

Method

The main themes of this article were determined and
outlined as a result of a preliminary review of literature
on human trafficking in general and sex trafficking in
particular. Thereafter, a thorough review of English-
language literature was conducted to identify the most
relevant studies within each theme. Google Scholar,
PsychINFO, Web of Science, ProQuest, Scopus, and
Medline were the main databases used. The primary
keyword employed was human trafficking. This term
yielded 35,300 hits in Google Scholar, 2,668 hits in
ProQuest, 16,651 hits in Web of Science, 359 in Scopus,
and 143 hits in Medline. Each set of hits was subse-
quently sorted by relevance. The same methodology
was employed for the following additional keywords:
protocol, definition, sexual exploitation, sex trafficking,
smuggling, prostitution, sex work, history, security,
migration, human rights, trafficked person, actor, victim,
survivor, trafficker, demand, customer, client, service pro-
vider, recruitment, trafficking experience, identification,
recovery, integration, and reintegration. Based on the rel-
evance of the title and the contents of the abstract to the
identified themes, a final selection of 241 items, includ-
ing 206 articles, 21 books, and 14 reports, was made,
all of which were read in detail. Of those 241, 138 (113
articles, 7 books, 14 reports, 2 official documents, 1 dis-
cussion paper, 1 handbook) were selected for inclusion
in the review. Literature was chosen for inclusion based
on the relevance to the topic covering the major themes
identified as important points of discussion for this arti-
cle. Papers covering conceptual issues were selected on
the basis of how current and relevant the topic
addressed was to ongoing debates in the field, how criti-
cal and well argued the approach, and the clarity of
writing. Empirical papers were chosen on the basis of
a sound and transparent methodology as well as quality
analyses. The final group of selected literature also
includes gray literature, such as reports commissioned
or published by international government organizations
or research institutes. Gray literature was included when
the contents were deemed important for understanding a
current trend in the field, such as when discussing the
scope and geographical distribution of female sex traf-
ficking as well as practices of recovery and reintegration.
Finally, relevant treaties, reports, and documents from
the United Nations, United Nations Office on Drugs
and Crime (UNODC), UN.GIFT, European Union
(EU), International Organization of Migration (IOM),
International Labor Organization (ILO). and the U.S.
State Department were included. It is important to note

that the issue of human trafficking has been shaped
through internationally debated and UN-initiated
documents. Thus, this review pays attention to these
documents, particularly as they pertain to definitions
of human trafficking and sex trafficking. The selected
literature covers January 1, 1999, to April 30, 2014.
We opted not to search for literature that was published
prior to January 1, 1999, because the definition of
human trafficking as it is today was introduced in 2000.

A Definition of Human Trafficking

The contemporary and commonly accepted definition
of human trafficking was introduced in 2000 by the
United Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress, and
Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and
Children. According to this United Nations protocol,
human trafficking is

the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring or
receipt of persons, by means of threat or use of force
or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of
deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vul-
nerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or
benefits to achieve the consent of a person having
control over another person, for the purpose of
exploitation. Exploitation includes, at a minimum, the
exploitation of the prostitution of others or other
forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services,
slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the
removal of organs. (UNODC, 2003b, p. 2)

The protocol continues with Article 3 (b), which states
that consent is irrelevant, should any of the means noted
be used. Finally, Article 3 concludes by noting that means
are irrelevant when the person is a child, or under age 18.

Based on the UN definition, Gallagher (2010) dis-
tinguished three elements that must be present for traf-
ficking to have occurred: ‘‘(1) ACTION: recruitment,
transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt of persons;
(2) MEANS: threat or use of force or other forms of
coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the
abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of
the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve
the consent of a person having control over another
person; and (3) PURPOSE: exploitation’’ (p. 29).

It should be noted that the UN protocol speaks not
only of women and girls, but also of men and children
(UNODC, 2013). In addition, the inclusion of the seg-
ment ‘‘harbouring or receipt of persons’’ makes clear
that human trafficking is not just a process; it also per-
tains to the maintenance of a situation of ‘‘exploitation’’
(Gallagher, 2010; UNODC, 2013). Finally, the protocol
also indicates that trafficking occurs not only across but
also within borders (UNODC, 2013).

Despite its comprehensive nature, the UN protocol
leaves numerous questions unanswered and from its
inception these have given rise to debate. One issue of
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contention is the interchangeability between trafficking
and smuggling in practice. Another is the issue of
‘‘consent’’ in the context of sex trafficking.

Current Debates: Human Trafficking versus
Human Smuggling

Shortly after introducing the Anti-Trafficking Proto-
col, the UN also introduced a protocol against the
smuggling of migrants by land, sea, and air as a sup-
plement to the United Nations Convention Against
Transnational Organized Crime. In this protocol, the
smuggling of migrants was defined as ‘‘the procurement,
in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or
other material benefit, of the illegal entry of a person
into a State Party of which the person is not a national
or a permanent resident’’ (UNODC, 2003a, p. 2).

As the purpose of this protocol is to ‘‘prevent and
combat the smuggling of migrants’’ (UNODC, 2003a),
we can contend that smuggling differs from trafficking
in that smuggling requires the crossing of borders. In
contrast, trafficking can happen within the confines of
state borders. In addition, smuggled migrants, unlike
trafficked persons, can be deported to their country of
origin immediately on identification, without the possi-
bility of being offered temporary or permanent resi-
dence, as is the case for some trafficked persons in
certain countries and situations (Gallagher, 2010).

Although these distinctions may be clear on paper, in
practice it is difficult to distinguish trafficking from
smuggling, particularly when one takes into consider-
ation differences in definitions of smuggling introduced
at national levels (Aronowitz, 2001; O’Connell Davidson,
2013). According to Aronowitz (2001), the fact that
both groups are considered ‘‘irregular migrants’’ makes
them vulnerable to exploitation—although it should be
noted that trafficked persons are not always ‘‘irregular
migrants’’ while smuggled persons are. Thus, smuggling
can easily become trafficking.

O’Connell Davidson (2013) reviewed how some
policymakers, nongovernmental organization (NGO)
activists, and academics see trafficking and smuggling.
She made two distinctions: the first being that trafficking
can be a process, whereas smuggling is a one-time
transaction; and the second that trafficking involves
‘‘coercion and deception’’ while smuggling is ‘‘volun-
tary.’’ However, drawing on numerous examples from
practice, she discusses how smuggled migrants often,
in an effort to finance their migration, acquire debts so
great that they are required to accept working con-
ditions that could very much be labeled as exploitative.
At the same time, she argued that in some trafficking
situations physical violence is not present, trafficked per-
sons are fully aware of the type of work they will be con-
ducting, and debts can be paid off in a short time frame
of one to three years (O’Connell Davidson, 2013). Thus,

the question remains: Wherein does the difference
between smuggling and trafficking lie? And if we cannot
provide a clear answer to this question, but want to
remain true to the identified categories and definitions
of trafficked and smuggled, how do those, in practical
situations, responsible for determining the difference,
decide how to categorize persons that could be deemed
trafficked and smuggled? In such decision-making
moments, is it the interest of the state or the interest of
the individual that is primarily taken into consideration?
Unfortunately, in looking at how border policies are
implemented, it becomes evident that the interest of the
state takes precedence over the interest of the individual.

Current Debates in the Definition of

Female Sex Trafficking

In understanding and defining female sex trafficking,
which is essentially the trafficking of women for purposes
of sexual exploitation, we often rely heavily on the defi-
nition of human trafficking outlined previously. However,
it should be noted that a clear definition of sexual exploi-
tation is not available. In the literature, different authors
provide various definitions. For instance, Segrave,
Milivojevic, and Pickering (2009) defined sex trafficking
as ‘‘trafficking of women into sexual servitude’’ (p. 1).

The Issue of Consent

According to those present during the drafting pro-
cess (Doezema, 2005, 2010; Gallagher, 2001; Raymond,
2002) of the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress, and Punish
Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children,
the primary issue of debate was the issue of consent and,
particularly, ‘‘whether non-coerced, adult migrant pros-
titution should be included in the definition of traffick-
ing’’ (Gallagher, 2001, p. 984). Thus, the definition of
trafficking became a battleground between those who
consider it possible for sex work to be a voluntary choice
and those who consider prostitution to always be forced.
The definition of sex trafficking would then depend on
whether the international community would lean in
favor of sex work or against prostitution.

The first camp promoting and protecting sex worker
rights gathered under the Human Rights Caucus and
was led by the Global Alliance Against Trafficking in
Women (GAATW; Doezema, 2005). The second,
pro-abolitionist camp was the International Human
Rights Network, primarily led by the Coalition Against
Trafficking in Women International (CATW;
Raymond, 2002). According to CATW, ‘‘[T]here are dif-
ferent degrees, levels and extent of coercion, abuse and
violence perpetrated against any woman or child at
any particular time, which is critical to the individual.
But all women who are in the sex industry are violated
and sexually exploited’’ (O’Connor & Healy, 2006, p. 5).
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For those belonging to the Human Rights Caucus—
or in general, those who believe sex work can be a
choice—deeming consent irrelevant would mean infanti-
lizing and disempowering the choices that adults—more
specifically, women—make (Doezema, 1999, 2005,
2010). This camp claims such a tendency is already evi-
dent in the field of human trafficking and is particularly
apparent when we look at images of the typical female
victim: a woman who is deprived of her ability to make
choices and completely lacks agency. In addition, such
deprivation of the possibility to consent would clearly
take away the option to work freely for many indivi-
duals who are currently sex workers by choice.

For the International Human Rights Network—or in
general, those who consider all prostitution to be
violence against women—recognizing consent as a
possibility in the context of human trafficking would
mean making a distinction between ‘‘deserving and
undeserving’’ victims (Raymond, 2002, p. 494). It would
put the burden of proving a situation of trafficking on
the victim and provide a possible ‘‘out’’ for the traf-
ficker, who can then claim that the person consented
to the work (Raymond, 2002). According to this camp,
sex work should not be grouped in with other types of
labor because it most often involves some kind of harm
to those who practice it, and the dangers of sex work are
very different from the dangers of other kinds of labor.
Finally, sex work cannot and should not be considered
empowering for women, given that it is driven by male
demand (Dempsey, 2010; Jeffreys, 2009; Miriam, 2005).

So how did this battle play out in the context of the
protocol? As Gallagher (2010) explained, the protocol
does not include the phrase ‘‘irrespective of the consent
of the person.’’ However, it does leave place for consent
to be invalidated if any of the other means noted, such as
coercion, of abduction, of fraud, or of deception are
present (Gallagher, 2010, p. 27). In addition, Hoyle, Bos-
worth, and Dempsey (2011) have argued that including
terms that have not been clearly defined, such as ‘‘abuse
of power or of a position of vulnerability,’’ makes it poss-
ible to make consent irrelevant in the future.

It is clear that the clash between the two camps is still
being fought today, perhaps in particular because the
definition of female sex trafficking does not clearly favor
one side or the other. Thus, countries such as the United
States, labeled by some as ‘‘neo-abolitionist,’’ are in a
position to continue to carry out the battle through,
for example, finances (Soderlund, 2005), and in that
context grants from the U.S. Agency for International
Development (USAID) fund only those antitrafficking
organizations that are clearly against prostitution
(Overs & Hawkins, 2011; Soderlund, 2005). Overs and
Hawkins (2011) pointed out this kind of behavior is
especially damaging to sex workers, because the NGOs
that were crucial in offering health services to sex work-
ers now have limited access to funding. Such policy, as
well as a push to adopt an abolitionist stance within

the protocol, gained substantial ground during the
presidential terms of George W. Bush, who linked the
moral grounds of his war on terror with a war against
trafficking (Soderlund, 2005; Weitzer, 2007).

Studies have also been published showing that the lega-
lization of prostitution is tied to persistent or increased
levels of female sex trafficking (Huisman & Kleemans,
2014; Kenyon & Schanz, 2014; Marinova & James,
2012). It is, however, important to recognize that quanti-
tative studies seeking to show that legalization of prosti-
tution leads to increased trafficking are questionable, as
the numerical data available on prostitution as well as
trafficking are far from reliable or complete (Cho, Dreher,
& Neumayer, 2013; Jakobsson & Kotsadam, 2013).

Munro (2006) noted that despite the friendliness of
some legislative systems to sex work, stigma persists.
Thus, stigma, in combination with the pressure to regis-
ter as a sex worker, as in the Netherlands, may be the real
culprit for sex workers’ choice to remain ‘‘illegal’’ and
thus vulnerable to exploitation, even though they have
the option of legality (Outshoorn, 2012). Hubbard, Mat-
thews, and Scoular (2008) compared a number of legal
systems as they pertain to sex work and prostitution
and concluded that they may all have similar outcomes
in that most drive visible sex work and prostitution away
from the streets and eyes of society underground, where
all involved are, once again, vulnerable to abuse.

Finally, there are those who propose a disengagement
with this long-standing debate in favor of sex work
and against prostitution (Barnhart, 2009; O’Connell
Davidson, 2006; Wagenaar & Altink, 2012). Some scho-
lars note that the underlying factor in all discussions is
the presence or absence of exploitation. Thus, they claim
that efforts should focus on defining exploitation and
distinguishing different levels of exploitation, as these
should resolve many of the current debates and struggles
played out in discussion surrounding the issue of sex
trafficking. It can be argued that the strong ties among
sex work, prostitution, and trafficking have their roots
in the past, which is why they are not easy to overcome.

History of the Definition of Female Sex Trafficking

It is currently quite common to come across references
to female sex trafficking as ‘‘modern-day slavery’’ in
reports by not only media, international organizations,
and governments, but also in the academic literature.
One quite apparent reason for this is that human traffick-
ing has its roots in White slavery. White slavery is under-
stood as the ‘‘procurement by force, deceit, or drugs, of a
white woman or girl against her will, for prostitution’’
(Doezema, 1999, p. 25). As Silvia Scarpa (2008) noted,
at the start of the 20th century, numerous international
conventions were adopted due to the sudden rise of
White slavery. What is noticeable in the conventions,
over time, is shifts in terminology from ‘‘white slave traf-
fic’’ to ‘‘traffic in women and children.’’ Finally, in the
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immediate predecessor of the 2000 protocol, namely the
Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic in Persons
and the Exploitation of the Prostitution of Others, which
was introduced in 1949, we see ‘‘race, gender and age
neutral terminology’’ (Scarpa, 2008, p. 52).

The pressure to address the issue of White slavery,
and the manner in which it was addressed—namely by
asking for the abolition rather than the regulation of
prostitution—was the result of efforts on the part of
feminist abolitionists, led by Josephine Butler (Scarpa,
2008). Thus, the 1949 convention took an abolitionist
stance toward prostitution, which some say is why there
was such a low number of signatories at the inter-
national level (Gallagher, 2010; Scarpa, 2008). It should
be noted that today’s CATW has its roots in the same
abolitionist movement of the 1900s.

Another reason why trafficking is often equated with
slavery can be found in the definitions of both. Bales
(2012) defined contemporary slavery as ‘‘the total con-
trol of one person by another for the purpose of econ-
omic exploitation,’’ noting that although slavery in the
past was a matter of legal ‘‘ownership,’’ ‘‘today it is a
matter of having full control over a person through
the use of violence’’ (pp. 5–6). Similarly, the previously
mentioned definition of trafficking refers to ‘‘slavery or
practices similar to slavery’’ as forms of exploitation
or as end goals of the trafficking process; thus, one could
contend that ‘‘slavery’’ is contained within the definition
of trafficking (Gallagher, 2010).

It should be noted that some scholars claim that
there are no data showing that White slavery was indeed
a reality (Doezema, 1999). In fact, it seems to have
coincided, as does present-day human trafficking, with
a period of feminization of migration (Doezema, 1999).
These scholars claim that the movement of women in
order to work as prostitutes has in the past, as today, often
functioned to create a ‘‘moral panic,’’ resulting in the cre-
ation of the myth of ‘‘White slavery’’ (Doezema, 1999).
Thus, White slavery has served as a tool for abolitionists
to take away the ability of women to choose sex work,
and thus restore the ‘‘moral order’’ of society (Bernstein,
2007; Doezema, 1999). These same scholars claim it is
in the interest of such groups to use strong dichotomies,
such as freedom and slavery, which translate into
images of the whore or the innocent victim, to attract
and secure public sympathy. In fact, some claim that if
we look critically at the way in which trafficked persons
are classified today, we will see that women who are not
deemed ‘‘pure’’ enough or who have not shown remorse
for their choices are not given the status of being
trafficked. In addition, the stories which tend to reach
the public and which are contained in the reports of
international organizations are those of the beautiful
victim who was unaware that she would be working as
a prostitute, who repents and wants help to reform but
practices no agency of her own and is left to the will of
benevolent saviors (O’Brien, Carpenter, & Hayes, 2013;

Saunders, 2005). In countries such as the United States,
abolitionists are often joined by religious groups that
seek to confine sex to the institution of marriage
(Bernstein, 2007; Soderlund, 2005).

Taking all of this into consideration, regardless of the
profile of the ‘‘victim,’’ the nature of exploitation, or the
scope of the issue, trafficking serves well to justify strict
border controls and restrictions on migration, especially
for female migrants. The current data on female sex traf-
ficking, the problems that accompany estimations, as
well as approaches to sex trafficking through the prism
of security, migration, and human rights, are discussed
in the next section.

Estimations of the Numbers of Trafficked Persons

The most commonly quoted estimate of the number of
persons trafficked, provided by the ILO (2012), claims that
20.9 million persons are currently subjected to forced labor,
of which 55% are women and girls, and 22% are forced into
sexual exploitation. The ILO uses the ‘‘capture-recapture’’
method to produce the estimate, which has received
significant criticism. Additional estimations are those
provided by the Trafficking in Persons Report, published
yearly by the U.S. State Department, which claims that
600,000 to 800,000 men, women, and children are subject
to human trafficking annually, or a total of 27 million,
a number also given by Kevin Bales (2012), an expert on
modern-day slavery (U.S. Department of State, 2013).

However, all of these numbers are only estimates.
UNODC has provided the most comprehensive data
on cases identified as human trafficking in a report pub-
lished in 2012. According to the UNODC, information
was collected from throughout the world, primarily from
government bodies, on 55,000 cases of trafficked persons.
Of these cases, 59% were women, and 58% of all cases
were situations of sexual exploitation. It should be noted
that sexual exploitation is the dominant form of human
trafficking in Europe, Central Asia, and the Americas.
Thus, the same report cautions that the predominance
of this form of human trafficking may be a result of bet-
ter identification methods in these particular parts of the
world or of this particular form of trafficking.

Female Sex Trafficking: Security,

Migration, and Human Rights

There are three dominant approaches to the issue of
sex trafficking; their primary relevance is not only what
they offer in terms of theoretical discussions on traffick-
ing but also the policies they suggest. Thus, trafficking is
most commonly seen as an issue of state security, an issue
of migration, or an issue of human rights. Each of the
noted approaches and their policy implications, as well
as criticism received, are discussed in the next sections.
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Security

Gallagher (2010), a prominent human-rights lawyer
affiliated with the United Nations, recalls the outrage
of colleagues when the issue of human trafficking was
removed from the auspices of the United Nations
human rights system and given to UNODC. However,
in retrospect, Gallagher (2010) noted that it was the
right decision, because the protocol would never have
received the attention it has, had it stayed solely a
human rights issue. Thus, the primary driver for pushing
through the UN protocol was state security. Human
trafficking was pegged as a transnational, organized
criminal activity and, as such, a threat to each country
and its people. Not only was it claimed that transna-
tional criminal organizations were the primary culprits
of the crime, it was also noted that profits from traffick-
ing activities are used to finance conflicts and terrorism
in various parts of the world (Goodey, 2003; Shelley,
2010).

The language used in the protocol, when speaking of
criminalization versus assistance and protection, also
makes obvious that the protocol is primarily a tool used
for the protection of state security (Fitzpatrick, 2002;
Gallagher, 2010; Lobasz, 2009). Article 5 of the protocol
asks for the criminalization of human trafficking, noting
that ‘‘each state party shall adopt’’ all measures deemed
necessary to establish trafficking as a criminal offence
(UNODC, 2003b, p. 2). However, Article 6—which
addresses assistance and protection of persons trafficked
and asks for the provision of housing, counseling, and
information; medical, psychological, and material
assistance; and employment, educational and training
opportunities—adopts a softer language, noting ‘‘each
state party shall consider’’ providing the noted services
to persons trafficked (UNODC, 2003b, p. 3).

A criminalization and security approach to human
trafficking has brought about primarily two types of
policy responses from states: (a) stricter border controls
and (b) raids of establishments where supposedly
trafficked women are kept (Goodey, 2003). Both
approaches have been the target of harsh criticism.

Researchers note the consequence of strict border
controls is that it serves to push individuals wanting to
migrate into the hands of actors who could potentially
take advantage of them (Andrijasevic, 2003; Chapkis,
2003; Schaeffer-Grabiel, 2010; Skeldon, 2000; Väyrynen,
2003; Vijeyarasa, 2013). In other words, strict border
controls may serve to make women migrants, especially
sex migrants—women migrating with the primary
purpose of seeking employment in the sex industry—
more vulnerable to trafficking.

On the other hand, raids—which, granted, are more
rarely used at present—are criticized for often being
employed as a method for curbing prostitution rather
than addressing sex trafficking. In addition, reports have
been recorded in which the women who have been

‘‘saved’’ are abused by their ‘‘rescuers’’ (Amar, 2009;
Lindstrom, 2004).

Interestingly, the security approach not only ident-
ifies traffickers as dangerous but also the person who
is trafficked is identified as potentially dangerous for
the receiving country and its people. Aradau (2004) ela-
borated in detail on how the international politics of
‘‘pity,’’ inspired by idealized versions of the pure, inno-
cent, and unknowing victim of trafficking, have been
transformed into politics of ‘‘risk.’’ In other words,
women who have been abused can be seen as potential
future abusers. Thus, the safest strategy for receiving
countries is to ship these women back to where they
came from. It is in this way that repatriation and deport-
ation have been justified to the public (Muftić, 2013;
Segrave et al., 2009). Thus, these women, while con-
sidered to deserve pity, are nonetheless construed as
different, as the ‘‘other’’ (Berman, 2003; Goodey,
2003; Todres, 2009), with devious practices and ques-
tionable morals, and are therefore best kept outside of
borders (Aradau, 2004). In the name of protecting its
citizens, the state regains control and creates a new
purpose for its existence (Berman, 2003).

Migration

The current international emphasis on the issue of
human trafficking is said to have coincided with a period
of increased female migration. Economic crisis, conflict,
a sense of adventure, and curiosity have prompted many
women to cross borders in search of economic means for
themselves or their families, or simply in search for a
better life (Mai, 2013). However, it has been suggested
that it may be this increased willingness to migrate
which makes women more vulnerable to abuse and
which feeds the supply side of human trafficking.
Researchers have attempted to strengthen this claim
by linking high migratory movements and developed
migrant networks in destination countries to a rise of
human trafficking (Cho, 2013). These links have then
prompted policies such as tighter border controls and
campaigns that seek to discourage the migration of
women (Nieuwenhuys & Pécoud, 2007).

Once again, strict border controls and antitrafficking
campaigns have received strong criticism. Some claim
that the issue of human trafficking is grossly exaggerated
so that it can be used as a tool to curb female migration,
in particular migration for the purpose of sex work
(Haynes, 2004; Pickering & Ham, 2014). Information
campaigns launched by actors such as the International
Organization of Migration subscribe to the image of the
innocent, unknowing female victim versus the evil male
trafficker (Andrijasevic, 2007). Trafficking is thus often
equated with prostitution, and potential female migrants
are given the impression that, should they attempt to
cross borders, they may end up being sex slaves. Anec-
dotes told in prevention and information leaflets speak
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of women applying for jobs in the service sector but
unknowingly and unwillingly ending up in prostitution.
Thus, once again, this touches on the issue of consent.
The stories of women who knowingly seek employment
in the sex sector are not found in information pamphlets
and campaigns (Andrijasevic, 2007).

Furthermore, this group is not always visible. The
extent to which these women are labeled as ‘‘trafficked’’
or as ‘‘illegal immigrants’’ often depends on the needs of
the country in question at the time. For instance, Bren-
nan (2014) pointed out that when Argentina wanted to
show that it was making progress in its antitrafficking
policies by increasing its victim identification efforts, it
grouped together trafficked persons with immigrant
sex workers and labeled all as trafficked. In contrast,
Brazil does not make a distinction between trafficking
and prostitution. Thus, all women involved in the sex
industry in Spain coming from Brazil, whether they
are persons trafficked or immigrant sex workers, are
labeled as trafficked (Piscitelli, 2012).

As some suggest, one way to resolve the current crisis
would be to focus not solely on trafficking but also on
migration rights and citizenship rights of illegal immi-
grants and illegal sex workers, as well as labor rights
for all sex workers (Anderson & Andrijasevic, 2008;
Andrijasevic, Aradau, Huysmans, & Squire, 2012;
Chapkis, 2003; Skeldon, 2000). In other words, it is
argued that attempts should be made toward recogniz-
ing sex work as a form of labor and making it possible
for women to safely perform it either in their home
countries or through working visas across borders. This,
it is claimed, would constitute a true approach to
trafficking through migration and would address the
current vulnerability that illegal migration creates for
sex workers (Agustı́n, 2006).

Human Rights

The common framing of sex trafficking as modern-
day slavery and an emphasis on the pervasiveness of
violence has made it increasingly possible to approach
the issue of female sex trafficking through the lens of
human rights (Saunders, 2005). The reasoning is simple:
As basic human rights are broken by the practice of sex
trafficking, the human rights approach is crucial to
addressing the needs of those affected.

The protocol, and the already noted language
surrounding the topics of assistance and protection of
victims, was seen as a major failure for the human rights
camp (Fitzpatrick, 2002). However, despite the soft lan-
guage, in practice the basic services that should be
available to those trafficked are being offered. In some
cases, this happens through the state; in others, through
international NGOs. Several of the noted provisions are
the nondiscriminatory application of antitrafficking law,
noncriminalization of persons trafficked, possibility for
financial compensation, protection of persons trafficked,

possibility to stay in receiving countries, and some basic
services such as medical and mental health care and
shelter (Jordan, 2002).

It is worth noting several researchers have
emphasized that not all violations that happen within
a trafficking experience are necessarily human-rights
violations. Some situations fall within the current defi-
nition of trafficking but are not a violation of human
rights. These are more likely to be violations of labor
rights. One such example is when a sex worker shares
her fee with an agent (Munro, 2008; Shamir, 2012).
Therefore, the framing of the issue of trafficking as a
matter of human rights should not be taken for granted.

Finally, in addition to the three approaches
described, some researchers have noted a need to look
at some of the systemic factors that may be responsible
for the existence of female sex trafficking (Hua &
Nigorizawa, 2010; Limoncelli, 2009; Todres, 2005;
Wong, Holroyd, Chan, Griffiths, & Bingham, 2008).
Instead of discussing consent and whether or not sex
work can be voluntary, we should work toward creating
situations in which women always have choices and
opportunities; thus, efforts should be made to eliminate
situations in which sex work is an economic imperative.
Therefore, it is claimed, policies should address poverty,
educational opportunities for women, and gender dis-
crimination (Hua & Nigorizawa, 2010; Limoncelli,
2009; Todres, 2005; Wong et al., 2008).

Actors: Persons Trafficked, Traffickers,

Clients, and Service Providers

The following section focuses on the primary actors
involved in sex trafficking. However, although a descrip-
tion of the prevailing profiles of each actor, as found in
the literature, is given, it should be noted that the char-
acteristics of each actor are not exhaustive. There is no
such thing as a ‘‘typical’’ profile of a person trafficked,
trafficker, client, or service provider.

Trafficked Persons

The primary targets of sex trafficking are women or,
as Vijeyarasa (2013) eloquently stated, ‘‘trafficking is
gendered, and the gender is female’’ (p. 1024). Poverty
and being unemployed prior to the trafficking experi-
ence are common characteristics attributed to trafficked
women (Acharya, 2010; Hughes, 2000; Silverman et al.,
2007; Vindhya & Dev, 2011). Women trafficked are
often described as having low levels of education and
as coming from difficult family situations where they
suffered some kind of physical or sexual violence
(Acharya, 2010; Hughes, 2000; Reid, 2012; Silverman
et al., 2007; Vindhya & Dev, 2011; Zimmerman, Kiss,
Hossain, & Watts, 2009). However, although these
characteristics are frequently mentioned, they are by
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no means the rule. Many women do not come from a
situation of extreme poverty but end up being trafficked
when looking for a way to make more money—often by
accepting sex work (Pajnik, 2013; Stoecker, 2000;
Surtees, 2004). Some women simply desire a lifestyle
they have heard about from other female migrants
who work abroad or a wealthy lifestyle as presented in
magazines and on television shows, such as Brazilian
soap operas and so-called Cinderella stories (Vijeyarasa,
2012, 2013). In many cases, the women are relatively
well educated but dissatisfied with the material benefits
of their professions (Pajnik, 2013; Stoecker, 2000;
Surtees, 2004).

Traffickers

One of the primary reasons that antitrafficking legis-
lation was enacted at the international level was because
perpetrators of human trafficking have been framed as
highly organized, transnational criminal groups and net-
works (Shelley, 2010; Surtees, 2008b). For example,
focusing on traffickers in Southeast Europe, Surtees
(2008c) noted that these organized crime groups work-
ing across countries comprise members of various
nationalities and ethnicities. However, extensive recent
research has failed to make connections between trans-
national organized crime and human trafficking (Chin
& Finckenauer, 2011; Piscitelli, 2012; Zhang, 2011).

Pimps are commonly mentioned as actors responsible
for sex trafficking (Chin & Finckenauer, 2011; Marcus,
Horning, Curtis, Sanson, & Thompson, 2014; Verhoeven,
van Gestel, de Jong, & Kleemans, 2013; Zhang, 2011).
Because sex trafficking can be based on an intimate
relationship between the woman and her pimp, sex
trafficking can be seen as a crime of ‘‘relational nature’’
(Verhoeven et al., 2013). In this context, the man
initially establishes his status as a boyfriend and subse-
quently controls the woman through emotions, intimi-
dation, or violence. Overall, however, it is noted that
pimps are not connected with organized crime in most
cases. In fact, the daily activities of a pimp appear to
be highly individualized and thus do not require the
involvement of organized crime. On the other side, the
activities of a pimp are not very profitable, thus making
that role unattractive for most organized crime groups
(Zhang, 2011).

It should be noted both men and women can be
pimps. Studies find female pimps to be predominant in
high-end escort services (Zhang, 2011), but they can also
be found in other roles. One such role is that of
recruiter. Women can act as recruiters, in many cases,
while themselves being sex workers or victims of sex
trafficking. Female recruiters have also been found to
frequently work together with a man who, after the
recruitment by the women, is responsible for transpor-
tation (Surtees, 2008b). It has also been noted that
women who have managed to create a good living for

themselves as sex workers sometimes offer novices
start-up loans. For example, Piscitelli (2012) reported
that women from Brazil who had established themselves
as sex workers in Spain sometimes offered to pay for the
trip and start-up of other Brazilian women who know-
ingly wanted to perform sex work. Naturally, interest
rates on such loans tend to be excessive. The irony of
these situations is that, although these established sex
workers could be considered traffickers, according to
Brazilian law they are considered victims of trafficking
themselves because they are sex workers in a foreign
country (Piscitelli, 2012).

Perhaps the most notorious role of female traffickers
is that of the madam (Chin & Finckenauer, 2011; Leman
& Janssens, 2013; Mancuso, 2014; Siegel, 2012). The
most common case noted is that of the Nigerian
madams, who are usually former sex workers themselves
who have moved up and created their own establish-
ments that recruit and employ other women. Women
from Nigeria are then either sold by their family or
ask for a loan from the madam themselves in order to
leave Nigeria and work as prostitutes throughout
Europe. Interestingly, the way in which the madam
ensures repayment of debts is by binding the woman
and her family through voodoo and juju rituals. A
recent study, performing a social network analysis to
determine the role of different actors in a trafficking case
in Italy, found the role of the madam to be central to the
trafficking process (Mancuso, 2014).

Chin and Finckenauer (2011) noted a number of
additional actors who are often attributed the role of
trafficker. Actors who loan money to a woman or her
family to enable her to travel to another country and
conduct sex work are usually also referred to as
‘‘agents’’ and are considered to have ownership of the
woman until she repays her debt. Some other actors
noted are the ‘‘jockeys,’’ who are responsible for the
physical transfer of the woman to her place of work;
‘‘fake husbands,’’ who marry women who want to tra-
vel to other countries for sex work; and ‘‘mommies,’’
who introduce women to clients; in addition to escort
agency owners and brothel owners (Chin & Fincke-
nauer, 2011).

Finally, it should be noted that, in many cases, traf-
fickers justify their participation in trafficking by using
a variety of arguments. This is known as a process of
neutralization (Copley, 2014). Copley (2014) charted
different strategies by which this is done. Some traffick-
ers attempt to minimize the exploitation by seeing them-
selves as helping rather than hurting the person
trafficked. Others dehumanize the victims, seeing them
as objects rather than people. Another strategy entails
shifting the blame for the occurrence of trafficking to,
for instance, corruption. A final strategy outlined by
Copley (2014) is one in which traffickers call on the
necessity of trafficking in certain situations, such as
the need to supply women to soldiers during a war.
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Clients

The actor least known within the process of sex traf-
ficking is the client. It is extremely difficult to distinguish
between clients of voluntary sex workers and clients of
trafficked persons. A study performed by Anderson
and O’Connell Davidson (2003), focusing on clients of
sex workers in Denmark, Thailand, India, and Italy,
has shed some light on how clients view the purchase
of sexual services from a person who is trafficked. This
study found that those clients who viewed prostitutes
as objects and paying for sex as a trade tended to like
exercising control in these situations and were thus more
likely to seek out sex workers in vulnerable situations
(Anderson & O’Connell Davidson, 2003). In a study
by Todres (2009), the authors claimed that discrimi-
nation based on race, ethnicity, or class is the driving
force behind certain men purchasing sex from certain
groups of women. Preference for trafficked women
comes about because the women are seen as an ‘‘other’’
and thus looked down upon, and their vulnerability and
submissiveness is seen as an attractive trait.

Other literature has explored specific kinds of clients.
Some studies have placed the onus for increased traffick-
ing on soldiers and peacekeepers who have, as a group,
increased the demand for sex workers (Allred, 2006;
Haynes, 2004). The claim is that, when the supply of vol-
untary sex workers insufficiently meets demand, the
additional sex workers needed are provided through traf-
ficking. An aggravating factor in such situations is that
these actors usually have immunity in the country where
they are stationed and thus cannot be held accountable
for purchasing sex from victims of trafficking despite
adequate legislation being in place (Allred, 2006).

The final circumstance that generates a discussion of
clients and the demand side of sex trafficking is sporting
events. Soccer’s World Cup, cricket tournaments, Super
Bowl games, and the Olympics have all been identified,
primarily by international organizations, governments,
and the media, as occasions that potentially increase
the demand for sex workers and thus sex-trafficking
victims. However, increases in the incidence of sex traf-
ficking in these situations has been widely debated
(Bonthuys, 2012; Deering et al., 2012; Gould, 2010).
Roe-Sepowitz, Gallagher, and Hickle (2014), in their
study of sex trafficking and sex-worker demand during
the 2014 Super Bowl, demonstrated an increase in the
number of advertisements offering sexual services
around the time of the Super Bowl. However, they failed
to show any fluctuation or possible increase in demand
during the actual Super Bowl, as opposed to any other
point in time (Roe-Sepowitz et al., 2014). Both
Bonthuys (2012) and Gould (2010) focused on the soc-
cer World Cup that took place in 2010 in South Africa
and found that media reports and antitrafficking cam-
paigns at the time estimated that 40,000 persons were
trafficked for the event. Both authors also found the

same unsubstantiated number of estimated trafficked
persons in media on the 2006 World Cup in Germany.
Gould (2010) examined whether there indeed were
reports of an increase in human trafficking prior to
and following the 2010 World Cup and found no such
increases. Naturally, international organizations and
governments credit the lack of increase in
human-trafficking cases during sporting events to the
implemented antitrafficking campaigns (Gould, 2010).
It should be noted that the lack of evidence on the
impact sporting events can have on human trafficking
is potentially because it is difficult to properly assess
changes in numbers of people trafficked in general and
that the short period of time allotted to such sporting
events makes this even more difficult.

Service Providers

The final actors relevant to the issue of sex trafficking
are service providers. Unfortunately, there is a paucity
of research focusing on the various service providers, such
as the social workers, psychologists, lawyers, police, and
doctors who in some way have had contact with victims
of trafficking, which tends to occur after identification.

However, a recent study has noted social workers as
the most important service providers for victims of
trafficking (Busch-Armendariz, Nsonwu, & Heffron,
2014). In fact, this study identified the social worker as
the central figure for the trafficking victim for three
main reasons. First, social workers are the coordinators
of all interactions not only between other service provi-
ders and a trafficked person but also among all other
service providers involved in a case. Second, social
workers are usually the ones responsible for building
and establishing trust with victims. Third, social workers
are usually found to be culturally sensitive and well
trained to deal with different groups of victims and thus
are, through the application of the ecological model, the
most helpful people for victims immediately after
identification.

The Process of Female Sex Trafficking

This section places the different actors within the
process of sex trafficking. We discuss common methods
for recruitment used by traffickers, common characteris-
tics of the trafficking experience, common means by
which trafficked persons are identified, and common
processes of recovery and (re)integration that follow
identification.

Recruitment

There are two relevant aspects of the recruitment
process, namely the person or persons doing the
recruiting and the method of recruitment. The method
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of recruitment is visibly connected to the vulnerability of
the target.

One commonly mentioned recruiter and method of
recruitment is the pimp who gains trust and thus controls
the woman by becoming her boyfriend and, in certain
situations, by offering marriage (Crawford & Kaufman,
2008; Deshpande & Nour, 2013; Di Tommaso, Shima,
Strøm, & Bettio, 2009; Hom & Woods, 2013; Verhoeven
et al., 2013; Vindhya & Dev, 2011). The vulnerability of
the person trafficked in these situations may be the need
for affection and love (Hom & Woods, 2013). Preying on
this vulnerability, the pimp establishes his role as a boy-
friend (Verhoeven et al., 2013) and shortly thereafter
asks the woman to perform sex work to support the cou-
ple materially. The pimp often uses intimidation and
violence to control the woman (Verhoeven et al., 2013).
This process has been termed ‘‘pimp enculturation’’ by
Hom and Woods (2013).

Another commonly used method of recruitment is
one in which a woman is offered employment. With this
method, the trafficker preys on the woman’s economic
vulnerability or, alternatively, simply plays into her
desire to migrate (Crawford & Kaufman, 2008; Di
Tommaso et al., 2009; Hughes, 2000; Jones, Engstrom,
Hilliard, & Sungakawan, 2011; Silverman et al., 2007;
Surtees, 2008b; Vindhya & Dev, 2011). In these situa-
tions, the recruiter may be someone the woman knows
personally, such as a friend, or the recruiter could be a
stranger (Di Tommaso et al., 2009). In addition, this
method of recruitment can occur through the Internet,
TV, or newspaper advertisements (Di Tommaso et al.,
2009; Hughes, 2000). In these cases, the employment
offered is usually babysitting, serving or being a hostess
in the food and beverage industry, or dancing (Di
Tommaso et al., 2009; Hughes, 2000; Surtees, 2008b).
In some cases, recruiters are open about the fact that
the employment offer is for sex work (Di Tommaso
et al., 2009; Jones et al., 2011; Molland 2010, 2011;
Piscitelli, 2012), and sometimes the recruiter is a sex
worker herself (Molland, 2011; Piscitelli, 2012). Conse-
quently, when women knowingly accept sex work, the
form of exploitation generally pertains to working con-
ditions (Jones et al., 2011) or to the division of profits
between the sex worker and the recruiter (Molland,
2010). For example, Jones and colleagues (2011) out-
lined how women from Thailand were offered transfer
to Japan in order to work in the sex industry, but on
arrival they were informed of debt incurred, their docu-
mentation was taken away from them, and they had no
control over the number of customers or type of sex to
be provided until the debt was paid off.

Trafficking Experience

Although each trafficking experience has its own
unique characteristics, some commonalities have been
reported. For example, Zimmerman and colleagues

(2009), in their study that focused on 192 women
receiving posttrafficking services in Belgium, Bulgaria,
the Czech Republic, Italy, Moldova, Ukraine, and the
United Kingdom, found that the trafficking experience
lasted from one day to three months for 33.2% of the
women, three to six months for 19.3%, six months to a
year for 19.8% of the women, and longer than a year
for 18.8% of the women. Oram and colleagues (2012),
in a study that explored 120 cases of trafficked women
returned to Moldova, found that 67.5% were trafficked
for more than six months and 27.5% were trafficked for
more than a year. Vindhya and Dev’s (2011) study,
which looked at 78 case studies of trafficked women in
India, found an average duration of the trafficking
experience to be two years.

In terms of working conditions, studies have
reported a lack of choice with regard to client selec-
tion, types of sexual services offered, and use of con-
doms (Di Tommaso et al., 2009; Jones et al., 2011).
Also, Di Tommaso and colleagues (2009) established
that the average sex-trafficked women in their study
worked every day of the week, 13 hours a day, with an
average of five clients per day (Di Tommaso et al.,
2009). Acharya (2010) documented more than eight cli-
ents per day for 43% of the victims in that study. In
addition, studies have noted that sex-trafficked women
often have limited or no freedom of movement and lim-
ited or no access to medical care (Di Tommaso et al.,
2009; Jones et al., 2011; Zimmerman et al., 2008). Physi-
cal and sexual violence during the trafficking experience
has also been reported frequently and can include rape,
gang rape, being beaten with objects, and being burned
with cigarettes (Acharya, 2010; Crawford & Kaufman,
2008; Di Tommaso et al., 2009; Jones et al., 2011;
Zimmerman et al., 2008).

The trafficking experience has also been found to be
accompanied by physical and mental health symptoms
that can have short-term or long-term health conse-
quences. Physical symptoms documented include head-
aches, tiredness, and dizziness; back, stomach, and
pelvic pain; tooth pain; a loss of appetite; physical
injuries; unsafe abortions; and sexually transmitted
infections, including HIV (Collins et al., 2013;
Konstantopoulos et al., 2013; Oram et al., 2012; Wirth,
Tchetgen, Silverman, & Murray, 2013; Zimmerman
et al., 2008). Decker, McCauley, Phuengsamran, Janyam,
and Silverman (2011) conducted a study of female sex
workers in Thailand and found those who entered sex
work through trafficking to be at greater risk for sexual
violence upon initiation and violence in the workplace,
and to be more likely to have abortions and not use con-
doms, or use them inconsistently, which increased their
vulnerability to HIV infection.

Mental health symptoms reported include post-
traumatic stress disorder, depression, and anxiety (Abas
et al., 2013; Chudakov, Ilan, Belmaker, & Cwikel, 2002;
Konstantopoulos et al., 2013; Zimmerman et al., 2008).
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Sex trafficking victims are also more likely than victims
of other types of trafficking to use alcohol and drugs
(Lyneham & Larsen, 2013).

Identification

Successful identification has been defined as a
‘‘situation in which antitrafficking professionals were
able to identify individuals as trafficked (or potentially
trafficked) in an appropriate, sensitive and timely fash-
ion, and to provide suitable options for referral and
assistance at home or abroad depending on the situ-
ation’’ (Brunovskis & Surtees, 2012b, p. 16). Brunovskis
and Surtees (2012b) noted the main methods through
which identification of persons trafficked for sexual
exploitation occurs, pointing out that identification
mainly happens in the country of exploitation. The
authors emphasized that most commonly it was found
that the victims themselves recognized their situation
as one of trafficking and thereafter sought out actors
who could help them escape their situation (Brunovskis
& Surtees, 2012b). Thus, Richards and Lyneham (2014)
pointed to neighbors as one category of actors whom
victims sometimes approached for help. Another way
of identification is by police, often through raids (Amar,
2009; Brunovskis & Surtees, 2012b). Finally, NGOs,
social-assistance agencies, as well as persons who are
sex workers themselves may assist in the identification
and escape of women from a situation of trafficking
(Amar, 2009; Brunovskis & Surtees, 2012b; Richards
& Lyneham, 2014).

Recovery and (Re)integration

Once a trafficked person has been identified, the
process of (re)integration is initiated. (Re)integration
of persons who have been trafficked has been defined
as ‘‘the process of recovery and socio-economic
inclusion following a trafficking experience; it includes
settlement in a safe and secure environment, access to
a reasonable standard of living, mental and physical
well-being, opportunities for personal, social and econ-
omic development and access to social and emotional
support’’ (Surtees, 2010, p. 24). Early on in this process,
focus is usually placed on dealing with the physical and
mental health consequences of the trafficking experi-
ence, as well as feelings of fear and shame (Surtees,
2010). These immediate needs are usually addressed by
placing identified trafficked persons in a shelter where
women are offered counseling services, medical check-
ups, and psychological consultation (Bjerkan, 2005;
Brunovskis & Surtees, 2008; Jayagupta, 2009; Surtees,
2010; Vijeyarasa, 2010). Unfortunately, shelter environ-
ments have received significant criticism, the contention
being that shelters can have a negative impact on vic-
tims. In fact, some researchers have indicated that shel-
ters limit the basic freedoms of the people they seek to

help and provide very little privacy (Jayagupta, 2009;
Surtees, 2008a; Vijeyarasa, 2010) while at the same time
attempting to ‘‘reform’’ victims and turn them into
‘‘good girls’’ by teaching them how to dress and act
modestly, as has been documented in Southeast Europe
(Brunovskis & Surtees, 2008). In this context, prosti-
tution is seen as a form of pathology (Brunovskis &
Surtees, 2008).

Given that most women eventually return to their
country of origin, the next steps in the (re)integration
process are economic independence and resocialization
(Brunovskis & Surtees, 2012a; McIntyre, 2014; Pandey,
Tewari, & Bhowmick, 2013; Van Hook, Gjermeni, &
Haxhiymeri, 2006). Often, women are offered a variety
of vocational training courses and provided with assist-
ance in seeking and obtaining employment (Bjerkan,
2005). Unfortunately, training programs have not
always been found to be helpful, as some are poorly
aligned with current job market demands (Jayagupta,
2009; Pandey et al., 2013) and others have been found
to be severely gendered (Kelly, 2003). Additional meth-
ods offering potential independence and economic
viability that have been reported include micro credit
and social businesses (Surtees, 2012; Van Hook et al.,
2006). Recognizing the importance of economic inde-
pendence, calls have been made for greater emphasis
on providing financial compensation to victims for the
time they spent in a trafficking situation (Kim &
Hreshchyshyn, 2004).

Finally, successful recovery and (re)integration of
trafficking victims includes a focus on the social environ-
ment and, when possible, reunification and reconciliation
with family (Brunovskis & Surtees, 2012a; Pandey
et al., 2013; Vijeyarasa, 2010). In their work focusing
on returned trafficked persons from Moldova, Brunovs-
kis and Surtees (2012a) established that conflicts between
trafficked persons and their families tend to arise when
migration expectations are not realized. They noted that
ongoing financial difficulties and stigma related to the
trafficking experience place additional strain on family
relations. In addition, a variety of other factors can
inhibit reunification and reconciliation with family. For
example, victims may become disappointed when family
members fail to meet their expectations with regard to
support provision; relationships with children may be
hard to reestablish when children harbor resentment
and feelings of abandonment; and relationships with
partners may be strained by feelings of jealousy
(Brunovskis & Surtees, 2012a).

It should be noted that, to date, no studies exploring
the long-term health, economic, and social consequences
of sexual exploitation have been conducted. It is there-
fore difficult to determine how these health, economic,
and social factors interact over time and the degree to
which the recovery and (re)integration services offered
positively or negatively impact the well-being of a
person trafficked.
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Recommendations for Future Research

Given this review of the literature, we contend there
are two concepts that require further investigation and
clarification if we are to adequately address the issue
of female sex trafficking. These issues are vulnerability
and exploitation. This section discusses how these two
concepts play a role in all aspects of the sex trafficking
process and outlines how important they are for not
only the prevention of sex trafficking but also for inter-
ventions that seek to improve the lives of those affected
by trafficking.

Currently, and as stated previously, the issue that
appears to take precedence in sex trafficking debates is
the presence or absence of consent and the relevance
of consent in identifying trafficking victims (Barnhart,
2009; O’Connell Davidson, 2006; Wagenaar & Altink,
2012). The concept of consent is often used to label a
situation as one of smuggling or as one of trafficking;
it is also used to argue that sex work should be
recognized as a form of labor or as abuse. We claim that
arguments and discussions surrounding the issue of
consent seem endless and seem to continue without
any resolution. We further contend that resolution
may come if, as suggested by others, attention is refo-
cused away from consent and toward defining what is
meant by exploitation (Barnhart, 2009; O’Connell
Davidson, 2006; Wagenaar & Altink, 2012). Determin-
ing a threshold beyond which certain types of behavior
are considered exploitation, be it economic, physical,
or mental, is crucial. Only after the concept of exploi-
tation is clearly defined will we be able to easily deter-
mine if a person can and should be considered as
trafficked. Some may claim that it is impossible to
develop a clear definition of exploitation as it necessarily
brings us back to issues of consent. This vicious circle
may well be escaped if we add to the definition of exploi-
tation the concept of vulnerability. Previous research
has made evident that what all persons trafficked appear
to have in common is that they all entered trafficking
experiences through some form of vulnerability (see
Recruitment section), whether it be a dire economic situ-
ation or simply a need to belong and receive affection.
Whatever the case, the form of vulnerability experienced
by a victim of sex trafficking may be crucial in determin-
ing the form and extent of the exploitation that follows.

To be able to identify how vulnerability and exploi-
tation interact, and perhaps also to determine the sever-
ity of a trafficking experience, we must explore how
persons trafficked recover and (re)integrate following
trafficking experiences, in the immediate short-term as
well as the long-term process. In addition, it is important
to investigate situations in which women are trafficked
within their own country of origin versus situations
where women are trafficked abroad but return to their
country of origin, as well as situations in which women
are trafficked abroad and remain in the country of

identification. Looking at the long-term consequences
of recovery and (re)integration processes, whereby
initial vulnerability is linked to forms of exploitation,
which are then connected to various interventions fol-
lowing identification, may allow us to effectively
appraise the success or failure of interventions and
thereby allow the delineation of a variety of trafficking
experiences. These experiences can then be classified
according to their severity and, it is hoped, used to
further clarify and define what exploitation is, while at
the same time distinguishing sex trafficking from smug-
gling, prostitution and sex work, and cases of female
migration. Clearly, future research that focuses on the
long-term effects of recovery and (re)integration pro-
cesses among female victims of sex trafficking is impera-
tive.

However, for any research to be relevant to the field of
female sex trafficking it needs to be recognized as worth-
while and applicable by actors dealing with the issue on
the ground. For this to happen, research must have a
clear functional significance. Learning how vulnerability
ties in with exploitation and long-term recovery and
(re)integration can be of great use in not only prevention
but also detection and recovery and (re)integration
efforts. A comprehensive understanding of the variety
of vulnerabilities that could lead to sex trafficking can
help practitioners design more effective prevention and
intervention programs that better serve victims of sex
trafficking. Such programs should be theory- and evi-
dence-based (Bartholomew, Parcel, Kok, Gottlieb, &
Fernández, 2011) and developed in close collaboration
among program developers, researchers, trafficked per-
sons, and relevant parties for implementation (Bos,
Schaalma, & Pryor, 2008). Such interventions should also
target different levels of intervention, such as intraperso-
nal, interpersonal, community, and (inter)national levels
(Bos, Pryor, Reeder, & Stutterheim, 2013).

Conclusion

We set out to explore the current academic research
and conceptual debates with regard to female sex traf-
ficking, compile the existing information in a compre-
hensive way, and identify knowledge still lacking.
Based on the overall themes discussed here, several con-
cluding remarks and final recommendations for future
research can be made; such research can serve to help
policymakers address and tackle human trafficking in
addition to assisting those who are victims of trafficking.

First, it can be noted that most of the literature avail-
able in the field of human trafficking is highly polemic
rather than academic. This is due to persistent ongoing
debates and disagreement in regard to the definition of
human trafficking. Although such literature is necessary
and should be further produced to reflect the main dis-
cussions from the field, emphasis should also be placed
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on academic research, which currently is greatly lacking.
This challenge could possibly be overcome by adopting
a more interdisciplinary approach to the issue of sex
trafficking and, where possible, basing polemic discus-
sions on results gained from research in a variety of
fields such as economics, law, psychology, sociology,
and medicine.

Second, most of the academic research on human traf-
ficking available is qualitative rather than quantitative.
This is likely attributable to the fact that human traffick-
ing is a sensitive topic and an illicit activity. Recruiting
the kind of sample sizes necessary for adequate power
in quantitative studies is almost always infeasible.
Researchers should thus approach efforts to use quanti-
tative methods in this field with considerable reservation.

Third, gray literature, often written in the form of
reports, tends to be used quite frequently by policy-
makers. Unfortunately, in gray literature, the method-
ology applied is often unclear or undisclosed, which
can lead to misconceptions about human trafficking.
We therefore recommend the inclusion of academics in
the production of such reports.

Fourth, there has been a multitude of disagreements
regarding the interpretation of the concept of human
trafficking, from the very conception of the definition
of human trafficking up to the present. It may be time
to accept that the explanation of human trafficking
has been deliberately left as is to offer greater flexibility
of use when needed in the field. We feel that it is not
currently the time to call for changes or revisions to
the definition, but rather we should attempt to better
understand the terms that are used within it, starting
with vulnerability and exploitation. Academia would be
in the best position to make this contribution to the field
of human trafficking.

Fifth, when it comes to border controls and
migration, current research as well as policy seems to
indicate that a choice has to be made, either for or
against strict border controls, and for or against free-
dom of migration. However, research does not reflect
such clear-cut solutions. Relatively speaking, for every
article that states one position, there is a counterpart
that comes to opposing conclusions. Additional research
is therefore needed to show the extent to which checks at
the border help or hurt the people they claim to protect.

Sixth, traffickers and clients are still very much a
black box. Debates in regard to the definition of a traf-
ficked person have been ongoing. It seems that the defi-
nition of a trafficker is also unclear. When does a
woman who was initially trafficked but thereafter chose
to remain in sex work and now charges other women in
sex work for protection cease to be a victim and become
a perpetrator? There may be some information and
research in regard to clients of sex workers, but very
little is known about those persons who purchase the
services of trafficked individuals. In regard to both traf-
fickers and clients, there are certain sources of

information and methodologies of research that have not
been fully utilized, such as criminal investigation reports
in possession of the police and social-network analyses.

There is significant literature on the health conse-
quences of human trafficking. However, we must ask
how health, social, and economic factors linked to
recovery and (re)integration interact, particularly in
the long run. Financial need seems to be one of the pri-
mary drivers of vulnerability to trafficking, but we need
to know more about the role economic necessity plays in
decision making among trafficked persons after their
trafficking experience, as well as the importance of
financial compensation for their recovery.

Finally, female sex trafficking appears to be a polar-
ized field in which policymakers as well as researchers
feel compelled to uphold one extreme position or
another. However, based on the literature reviewed,
we contend what is most necessary is research that,
regardless of direction of the conclusions, is based on
sound scientific evidence above all else.
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