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Abstract : Despite a near unanimous agreement that human trafficking is a morally
reprehensible practice, there is confusion around what qualifies as human trafficking
in the United States. Adopting a mixed-method strategy, we examine how human
trafficking is defined by the public; how contemporary (mis)understanding of human
trafficking developed; and the public opinion consequence of this (mis)understanding.
The definition of human trafficking has evolved over time to become nearly
synonymous with slavery; however, we demonstrate that media and anti-trafficking
organisations have been focussing their attention on the sexual exploitation of foreign
women. We show that general public opinion reflects this skewed attention; the
average citizen equates human trafficking with the smuggling of women for sexual
slavery. Using a survey experiment, we find that shining light on other facets of
human trafficking – the fact that human trafficking is a security problem and a
domestic issue – can increase public response to the issue.

Key words: experiment, human trafficking, public opinion, slavery, topic
modelling

Introduction

More than 150 years after the Thirteenth Amendment to the United States
Constitution formally abolished slavery in the United States (US), de facto
practices of slavery continue to exist and thrive. Modern-day slavery has a
new name – “human trafficking” – and the illicitness of slavery has pushed
the act of enslavement into the dark, often allowing the US public to believe
that slavery no longer exists.1 Although the magnitude of the problem is

1 The connection between human trafficking and slavery and a brief history is described by
Koettl (2009).
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difficult to determine with great precision given slavery is a covert practice,
recent estimates of the scope of contemporary slavery reveal that human traf-
ficking is widespread. The 2016 Global Slavery Index claims that 20.9 million
victims is too conservative of an estimate, and that 45.8 million are living in
some form of modern slavery globally today (Walk Free Foundation 2014).
Anti-trafficking activists and policymakers have deployed a number of

strategies to remedy the potential misconception that slavery does not exist
today (US Department of State 2014). However, anti-trafficking activists
and state actors have used an inconsistent definition and framing of human
trafficking. Lack of agreement on the definition of human trafficking has
complicated and, at times, undermined anti-trafficking efforts (Jahic and
Finckenauer 2005).
The historical roots of the discussion of human trafficking can be traced

to a concern about the smuggling and “white enslavement” of women for
sexual exploitation (Morcom and Schloenhardt 2011; Carr et al. 2014).
Since then, the discussion of human trafficking has grown to encompass a
broader picture of subversion, which is neutral with respect to gender and
type of exploitation. In conjunction with this broader conceptualisation,
human trafficking is now often referred to as slavery. For instance, then
President Obama noted that “the outrage, of human trafficking… must be
called by its true name—modern slavery”.2

The changes in the policy definition leave several important questions to
be answered. How is human trafficking currently defined by the public?
How did contemporary (mis)understanding of human trafficking develop
in the US? And what are the public opinion consequences of this
(mis)-understanding? The first half of the article demonstrates that there is
confusion around what qualifies as human trafficking. Namely, we show
that the definition of human trafficking has evolved over time to become
nearly synonymous with slavery; however, programmatic efforts to combat
human trafficking have centred on a legacy definition of human trafficking –

the smuggling and enslavement of women for sexual exploitation – rather
than the current definition of human trafficking. We conduct a qualitative
study of a new data set comprising all registered programmatic anti-
trafficking efforts in the US. Human trafficking tends to be represented by
issue-area elites in a fairly singular manner, creating an archetype of a human
trafficking victim as a sexually exploited foreign woman. Trafficking victims
who are not women, and neither sexually exploited nor smuggled, are often
being overlooked in programming about human trafficking.

2 See “Remarks by the President to the Clinton Global Initiative” given on 25 September
2012, https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2012/09/25/remarks-president-clinton-
global-initiative (accessed 2 December 2015).
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It is perhaps not surprising then that there is public misunderstanding of
what human trafficking looks like today. The qualitative analysis of non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) is followed with a quantitative analysis
leveraging both a nationally representative survey and a laboratory experiment
to uncover current public understanding of the human trafficking issue. We
administer a knowledge quiz to a nationally representative sample to deter-
mine contemporary understanding of the human trafficking issue, and find
that human trafficking is also primarily understood by the public as a sex and
smuggling issue. This conclusion is validated with a laboratory experiment.
In the second half of the article, we examine the most common ways in

which human trafficking has been portrayed in mainstream media over the
past five decades, and its public opinion consequences. In studying media
coverage on human trafficking over time, we find that human trafficking
has been politicised as a forced labour issue, a foreign issue, an immigration
issue, a gendered, sex-exploitation issue and a security issue. Although there
is a range of messaging strategies used by the media, we find that the media
portrayals have been fairly singular. Similar to NGOs, media elites have
focused on the sexual exploitation of women, as opposed to other forms of
exploitation, as well as the foreignness of the issue area (e.g. human
trafficking occurring overseas or among nonnatives within the US). Not
surprisingly, the focus of media portrayals is consistent with how the public
understands human trafficking and the focus of nongovernmental actors.
Given that the archetype of a human trafficking victim among the public

is a sexually exploited, foreign woman, what policy responses would arise if
alternative perspectives were more salient? We experimentally explore how
exposure to each of the primary messaging frames used in mainstream
media translate to public opinion shifts. Namely, we examine whether the
salience of human trafficking as a broader exploitation issue in a wide range
of sectors, a domestic (as opposed to foreign) issue, an immigration issue, a
security issue or a gendered sexual exploitation issue, affects public support
for anti-trafficking policy and programmatic response strategies. We find
that at present an emphasis on sex trafficking does not elevate concerns
about human trafficking or increase policy responsiveness, whereas
attention to victims of labour trafficking only slightly elevates policy
responsiveness. Stressing domestic victims (e.g. the nonforeignness of
human trafficking) and the national security aspects of human trafficking
are more powerful in catalysing wider support for anti-trafficking efforts.

The human trafficking policy landscape

Although the term “human trafficking”was introduced over a century ago,
its current legal definition is relatively new. How has contemporary
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dialogue among elite actors shifted over time? In addition, does public
understanding of human trafficking reflect a legacy definition of human
trafficking or today’s definition of human trafficking? Before diving into
these questions, we examine how the definition of human trafficking has
evolved over time, and what contemporary trafficking looks like today.

Historical overview of US anti-human trafficking policy

Human trafficking was first introduced in the context of white slavery. The
1904 International Agreement for the Suppression of White Slave Traffic3

and the 1910 Convention on White Slave Traffic4 both used the term
“trafficking” to denote the cross-border movement of white women and
girls by force, deceit or drugs for the purposes of commercial sexual
exploitation (Doezema 1999). According to the study by Doezema, the
20th century trafficking victim was “a white woman, victim of the animal
lusts of the dark races” (1998, 44). The same year, the US Congress passed
the White Slave Traffic Act in 1910, also known as the Mann Act, which
sought to maintain the morality and purity of white women by prohibiting
women from crossing state lines for immoral purposes and criminalised
interracial couples (Saunders and Soderlund 2003; Desyllas 2007).
Many historians argue that the discussion of “white slavery” was trig-

gered by the increased number of women migrants, including prostitutes,
from Europe seeking work abroad (Doezema 1999). According to Guy, for
many Europeans, “it was inconceivable that their female compatriots
would willingly submit to sexual commerce with foreign, racially
varied men” (1992, 203). In one way or another, it was viewed that these
women must have been trapped and victimised. Therefore, European
women in foreign bordellos were construed as “white slaves” rather than
common prostitutes. The very name “white slavery” can be considered
racially charged, as it implied that slavery of white womenwas of a different
and worse sort than “black slavery”, and in America this distinction was
explicitly used to downplay the experience of black slaves (Grittner 1990).
Subsequent anti-immigrant bills were partially propelled by this
concern that white women would be subjected to slavery (Doezema 2002;
Desyllas 2007).
The issue of human trafficking began to shift slightly in its focus through

the course of the 20th century. The 1921 International Convention for the
Suppression of the Traffic in Women and Girls omitted reference to the

3 International Agreement for the Suppression of theWhite Slave Traffic, adopted on 18May
1904, entered into force on 18 July 1905, 35 Stat. 1979, 1 LNTS 83.

4 International Convention for the Suppression of the White Slave Traffic, adopted on 4May
1910, LNTS 8(a).
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“white slave trade”, and recognised that a victim of trafficking could be of
any race, and include male children (but not male adults), thereby
expanding the definition of human trafficking.5 The 1933 International
Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic in Women of the Full Age,
however, restricted the definition of human trafficking again, focussing on
the transfer of women across nation-state borders. A gendered conception
of a human trafficking victim along with a typecasting of human trafficking
as a smuggling issue involving sexual exploitation was recultivated with
the 1933 convention.6 However, the 1949 International Convention
for the Suppression of the Traffic in Persons and the Exploitation of the
Prostitution of Others looked to extend the scope of the “white slave”
traffic agreements.7 Namely, the convention used language that was neutral
with regard to race, gender and age, and removed the transnational element
of trafficking. Nevertheless, the focus on commercial sexual exploitation
remained. The 1979 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women8 further reaffirmed the linkage between
trafficking in women and forced prostitution.
In 2000, the concept of human trafficking was legally broadened to make

it a term that is now more synonymous with slavery in general rather than
the “white slavery” of women and children across borders for the sex
industry (Morcom and Schloenhardt 2011). Today, the definition of human
trafficking is not restricted to those of a particular age, gender, race or
ethnicity; those who moved across borders; or those exploited in a parti-
cular industry. According to the 2000 Protocol to Prevent, Suppress
and Punish Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and Children,
Supplementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational
Organized Crime (or the Palermo Protocol), human trafficking is defined as
follows:

“Trafficking in persons” shall mean the recruitment, transportation,
transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of

5 International Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic in Women and Children,
adopted on 30 December 1921, 9 LNTS 415.

6 The League of Nations compiled two reports (in 1927 and 1932) to answer where trafficked
victims, defined as women and girls procured for sexual gratification, were from (the country of
origin), and who the traffickers were. The conclusion of the reports was that the vast majority of
trafficked women were transported across international borders. See http://f3magazine.unicri.it/?
p=281.

7 International Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic in Persons and the Exploitation
of the Prostitution of Others, adopted on 2 December 1949, entered into force on 25 July 1951,
96 UNTS 271.

8 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, adopted on
18 December 1979, entered into force on 3 September 1981, 1249 UNTS 13.
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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, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation
shall include, 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.9

In the same year the PalermoProtocol was passed, theUS passed theVictims
of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act (TVPA), the cornerstone of federal
human trafficking legislation in the US. TVPA (H.R. 3244) was passed by the
US Congress with bipartisan support (371-1 vote in the House and 95-0 vote
in the Senate), and signed into public law (P.L. 106-386) on 28 October 2000.
This law, along with the Trafficking Victim Protection Reauthorization Act of
2003, 2005, 2008 and 2013, aimed to establish a number of mechanisms to
combat human trafficking both domestically and globally (US Department of
State 2015). TheUS used an expansive definition akin to the Palermo Protocol,
defining human trafficking as the illicit enslavement of individuals for com-
mercial sex or any labour or services induced by force, fraud or coercion
(106th US Congress 2000). The definition is distinct from human smuggling –
the illegal movement of people across state borders – and prostitution.
According to today’s definitions and laws, individuals who have neither been
smuggled nor sexually exploited can be deemed human trafficking victims.
The passage of TVPA in 2000 allowed for the legal alignment of labour

trafficking with sex trafficking for the first time. Since the Thirteenth
Amendment abolished slavery, other measures were passed as additional
protections against labour abuses. Peonage, or forced labour to pay a debt,
existed before the emancipation of American slaves, but became quite pro-
minent in the Southeast after the 13th Amendment freed the slaves (Ransom
and Sutch 1972; Berlin 1976;McDonald andMcWhiney 1980). Antipeonage
laws were passed with other reconstruction legislation in 1867 (Carr et al.
2014). Further legislation (18 U.S.C. § 1584) was passed in 1948, to expand
these efforts to include involuntary servitude: “an employer’s coercive con-
duct intended to compel the labor of another against his or her will” (Carr
et al. 2014, 43).10 Although peonage and involuntary servitude would today

9 This is fromArticle 3(a) of the Palermo Protocol. As of fall 2017, it has been ratified by some
172 states. For up-to-date ratification status information, go to https://treaties.un.org/
Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=ind&mtdsg_no=XVIII-12-a&chapter=18&clang=_en (accessed
31 October 2017).

10 Other laws sought to prevent consumption of goods made with labour abuses. The Tariff
Act of 1930 (P.L. 114-38) – also known as the Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act –was passed to prohibit
the importing of goods made with forced or indentured labour by the 71st US Congress (1930),
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be considered trafficking offences, until TVPA, these labour abuses were not
formally considered as such. The recognition of forced labour as human
trafficking officially linked human trafficking with measures to prevent both
peonage and involuntary servitude, and also expanded legal authority to
combat forced labour beyond the protections that antipeonage and involun-
tary servitude regulations could provide.11

Composition of human trafficking

Unfortunately, precisely establishing human trafficking prevalence by
sector and demographic group is challenging for several reasons. First, human
trafficking is a crime that renders any activity illicit, and hence hidden
(Gozdziak andCollett 2005). Second, accurately identifying human trafficking
victims is difficult because of ethical concerns surrounding victim interviews,
the tendency of victims to bemembers of hidden populations (e.g. sexworkers,
undocumented immigrants) and disagreements with regard to estimating
human trafficking (Danailova-Trainor and Laczko 2010; Gould 2010).
Measurement problems abound, with researchers and service providers
disagreeing on how to determine what labour abuse cases count as human
trafficking (Free the Slaves 2004; Laczko 2007; Zhang 2012). For instance, if a
person is being partially paid and verbally abused such that the person feels
unable to leave his/her job, should s/he be deemed a human trafficking victim?
Third, to the extent that there is disagreement on the definition of human
trafficking between communities, reporting will not reflect a uniform legal
definition.

and Sections 307 and 308 of the Customs and Facilitations and Trade Enforcement Act (2009)
amended this prohibition to officially include goods made through the use of coercion or goods
made by victims of human trafficking (US Department of Homeland Security 2015).

11 Five other laws and regulations within the US are commonly referenced to combat human
trafficking today (US Department of Homeland Security 2015). Greater discussion on these are
provided by Polaris International [see https://polarisproject.org/current-federal-laws (accessed
2 December 2015] – one of the largest anti-trafficking organisations within the US. First, the
Racketeering Influenced Corrupt Organizations Act (RICO) of 1970 has acted as a tool for the
federal government tomore effectively prosecute thosewith racketeering offences, which can include
human trafficking offences. Second, the Intelligence Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act of 2004
established a centre focussed on human smuggling and trafficking in hopes that it could achieve
greater government effectiveness in enforcing human trafficking laws, and work with foreign gov-
ernments to address the separate, but related, issue of human smuggling. Third, the Civil Asset
Forfeiture Reform Act of 2000 (CAFRA) was passed to provide a tool to help address human
trafficking involving the smuggling of individuals by having the US Department of Homeland
Security provide notice to property owners whose properties have been identified as being used for
human smuggling. Fourth, the Prosecutorial Remedies and Other Tools to End the Exploitation of
Children Today (PROTECT) Act of 2003 was created to protect children from both abuse and
sexual exploitation, one common element of child human trafficking. Finally, Section 1701–1708 of
the 2013 National Defense Authorization Act was designed to include measures to limit trafficking
by government contractors (US Department of Homeland Security 2015).
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However, although precise measurement of human trafficking is difficult,
extant research on human trafficking prevalence reveals that the number of
human trafficking victims who are not sex trafficking victims is significant.
Some of the best estimates of the frequency of human trafficking and the
identity of victims suggest that subjecting individuals to sex trafficking is
not the dominant form of the crime. The International Labour Organiza-
tion (2012) estimates that out of 20.9 million victims worldwide in 2012,
22% are victims of sexual exploitation, and hence victims of sex trafficking,
and 68% are exploited in activities such as agriculture, construction,
domestic work and manufacture, which are cases of labour trafficking.12,13

A review of US anti-human trafficking policy suggests that human traf-
ficking legally evolved from a gendered issue of white women smuggled into
sexual slavery to a broader issue that affects a diverse set of people being
exploited for nonsexual exploitation in addition to sexual exploitation.
Although there are measurement challenges, there is consensus that a
nontrivial number of human trafficking victims are not sexually exploited
women, raising the concern that an important subset of human trafficking
cases are being neglected if a disproportionate focus of anti-trafficking
activities focus on sex trafficking. In the next section, we scrutinise the
programmatic efforts of NGOs combating trafficking to assess whether the
legacy of human trafficking as sex trafficking remains a significant feature
of how anti-trafficking efforts are approached.

Elite representation, public perceptions and (mis)conceptions of
human trafficking

The history of human trafficking and anti-trafficking efforts indicates how
human trafficking is a cross-cutting issue and related to prostitution,

12 Reported incidents of human trafficking victims through a domestic hotline in the United
States do not share this same break-down between sex and labour trafficking: the NHTRC
reports that of 26,727 calls made to its hotline in 2016, 7,572 resulted in reports of human
trafficking cases in the US (NHTRC 2016).

13 Of those, 5,551 cases were sex trafficking and 1,057 cases were labour trafficking
(NHTRC 2016). However, the prevalence of identified victims as sex trafficking victims probably
reflects a focus on finding those victims rather than an accurate representation of the total victim
population (Feingold 2005; Zimmerman 2005) and public understanding of what qualifies as
human trafficking.Moreover, these victims represent a small sliver of supposed victims in the US:
the World Slavery Index suggests that 57,700 victims reside within the US (World Slavery Index
2016). Onemight argue that sex trafficking causes a different level of disturbance to people’s lives
than labour trafficking, and that this would justify a greater focus on sex trafficking when
thinking about human trafficking. As this study looks at how anti-trafficking efforts match the
legal definition, which weighs sex and labour trafficking equally, we do not consider the relative
gravity of different forms of human trafficking.
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immigration, labour and organised crime. Because human trafficking is
such a multidimensional problem, what qualifies as human trafficking and
the critical aspects of the problem can be framed and described in varied
ways. In addition, with policy issues such as human trafficking, the public
understands them through the framing that policy elites offer (Entman
1993). Informational frames allow for individuals to understand and
interpret an issue (Benford and Snow 2000; Druckman 2004; Chong and
Druckman 2007). Descriptions of policies through different frames or
messaging strategies can change how individuals interpret the policy issue,
but also how willing individuals are to support various policies around that
issue (Druckman 2001). This is particularly true for policies related to crime
(Zaller 1992; McCombs 2004; Baum and Potter 2008). Responses to a
criminal activity such as human trafficking are especially sensitive to the
framing strategy used to describe these activities because most individuals
have little direct experience with criminal activities (Surrette 1992; Potter
and Kappeler 1998).
Political elites can use frames in a strategic manner, using them to sway

the public on socio-political issues, and there has been documentation that
organisations often frame issues to gain attention and increase potential for
action (Klandermans 1988). Non-NGOs can be considered a part of the
“policy elite” (Brysk 1993; Hertel 2006; Becker 2012; Wong 2012;
McEntire et al. 2015), as they can set the agenda, and guide the course of the
national conversation on policy issues (Hilgartner and Bosk 1988;
Chandler 2001). Specifically, NGOs can use targeted messages to change
both public opinion and to influence policy (Kingdon 1984; Burstein 1991),
particularly NGOs working on human rights issues (McEntire et al. 2015).
In covering human trafficking, which can be considered a human rights
issue, media has often turned to human trafficking organisations for
information. For example, Gulati (2011) documents that nearly 30% of
newspaper articles in his sample cited NGOs and activists as their sources
and that anti-trafficking organisations triggered about 14% of the articles
through releasing reports or discussing government reports.
The following analyses examine what policy elites involved in combating

human trafficking (nongovernmental actors) have focussed on in their anti-
trafficking efforts, and demonstrate that public understanding of human
trafficking mirrors those efforts. First, we introduce an original data set of
organisations that work on combatting human trafficking, and show that
registered anti-human trafficking organisations that operate and address
human trafficking in the US demonstrate a clear and consistent focus on the
foreignness of the human trafficking problem (e.g. human trafficking
victims involve nonnative individuals) and on the sexual exploitation of
women. Second, we leverage the following two studies to underscore that
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public opinion on human trafficking reflects the singular focus of policy
elites on the smuggling of sexually exploited women: (1) a knowledge quiz
from a nationally representative sample; and (2) an experiment that assesses
whether a description of a human trafficking victim is actually categorised
as such within a laboratory study. The two studies confirm what the study
of the NGO landscape in the US suggests – there is a misperception that
human trafficking is equivalent to sex trafficking and that smuggling is
intimately intertwined with the human trafficking issue.

Study 1: NGOs on human trafficking

Procedures and design. We created a database of 294 NGOs registered as
having an anti-trafficking mission with the National Human Trafficking
Resource Center (NHTRC) by November 2015.14 We classified each
organisation based on the type of trafficking on which it focuses (sex or
labour). The coding was based upon (1) organisations’ self-reports on their
target population and mission in their registration process; and (2) infor-
mation collected from each organisation’s website and direct correspon-
dence with the organisation.15 Finally, we collected data on the year the
organisation was founded from the organisation’s website or through
direct personal contact if the date was not listed. Founding dates ranged
from 1849 to 2015. Out of the 294 organisations, 250 organisations were
successfully coded.16

Results. Figure 1 depicts the cumulative number of organisations that
were founded each year, based on the type of trafficking the organisations

14 The NHTRCmaintains a registry of anti-trafficking organisations by geographic location.
The registry, limited to the US, acted as the universe of anti-trafficking organisations for this study
focussed on the US. The NHTRC is an organisation that aims to provide resources to trafficking
victims and survivors against human trafficking, and is operated by Polaris, a leading anti-human
trafficking organisation. The directory is hosted on the NHTRC website (http://traffick
ingresourcecenter.org/training-resources/referral-directory). Organisations contained in the
directory are self-reported, but are reviewed and vetted by NHTRC before being included on the
list. Although the list of organisations may not be exhaustive, we believe that the list of organi-
sations is representative of organisations that combat human trafficking because the NHTRC
manages the national human trafficking hotline and is a commonly cited resource for those
interested in human trafficking resources.

15 A more complete set of coding instructions is provided in Online Appendix A.
16 Organisations were directly contacted by e-mail and telephone at least three times. Out of

the 294 organisations, there were 15 organisations for which we were unable to obtain founding
date information. These organisations were excluded from our analysis. For another 29 organi-
sations, we were unable to confirm their focus on human trafficking through their website. If it
was clear that they worked on human trafficking, but not whether the organisation efforts
focused on sex or labour trafficking, we used the organisation’s self-classification. However, for
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focus on. We consider organisations that focus on sex trafficking
exclusively, both sex and labour trafficking and labour trafficking exclu-
sively. Throughout the history of nonprofit work on human trafficking,
the majority of anti-trafficking organisations have focussed exclusively
on sex trafficking. Before 1970, there were only seven organisations
focussing only on sex trafficking. However, after 1970, an average of
3.8 organisations focussing on sex trafficking exclusively were founded
each year, resulting in 173 organisations focussing on sex trafficking
exclusively. In contrast, a total of 63 organisations were founded that
focus on both sex and labour trafficking. These organisations began to
increase in number in the 1970s as well (only five were founded before
1970), but the growth of organisations focussing on both sex and labour
trafficking (0.3 organisations a year) was more modest than the growth
of organisations focussing on sex trafficking alone. Even after 2000, the
year in which federal legislation on human trafficking passed and the
point of the most visible increase in organisations focussing on human
trafficking, organisations that explicitly tackle labour trafficking were
founded at a rate of only one every three years (0.4 a year). Finally,
organisations focussing on labour trafficking alone are relatively rare.
There are only 14 organisations in the registry that focus on labour

Figure 1 Nongovernmental human trafficking organisations.

one organisation there was no self-identifying information, and thus it was excluded from this
analysis. The general trends remain the same if these organisations are excluded.
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trafficking alone. Five of these organisations were founded in the 1970s and
six were founded after 2000.

Figure 2 graphs the cumulative number of organisations based on whether
the organisation focuses on foreign-born populations or not. We use this as a
proxy for whether organisations focus on international (foreign nationals) or
domestic (US citizens and legal permanent residents) trafficking, as organisa-
tions that focus exclusively on domestic populations can be identified;
however, organisations that focus on foreign nationalsmay also serve domestic
populations. Of the organisations in the registry, foreign nationals are the focus
of 215 organisations. In contrast, 64 organisations were founded that focus
exclusively on domestic trafficking in the same period. The number of
organisations with a domestic focus start to increase more consistently after
2000, although organisations aiding foreign-born individuals have been
increasing steadily since the 1970s. The average number of new organisations
that focus on domestic trafficking before 2000 is 0.44 per year, whereas after
2000 it is 2.73 per year. This is still notably lower than the entire period average
for organisations that serve foreign nationals, which is 2.28 organisations
founded per year before 2000 and 6.60 per year in the period after 2000.

As a whole, organisations founded to combat human trafficking
primarily focus on sex trafficking. One possibility is to conclude that these
data reflect that a greater portion of trafficking victims are trafficked for
sex, creating a higher demand for organisations focussing exclusively on
sex trafficking. However, as we note above, basic supply and demand do

Figure 2 Nongovernmental human trafficking organisations.
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not necessarily explain the almost singular focus on sex trafficking rather
than labour trafficking. Similarly, estimates of international and domestic
trafficking suggest an overrepresentation of international-focussed organisa-
tions. The US Department of Justice estimates that there are between 14,500
and 17,000 human trafficking victims in the US each year (DOJ et al. 2006).
Estimates for US citizens being trafficked are much more tenuous (Clawson
et al. 2009). However, of the victims identified in 2015 by Polaris, 8,676were
US citizens and 7,885 were foreign nationals (Polaris 2016).

The observation that sex trafficking and smuggling cases makes up the
bulk of anti-trafficking programmatic efforts within the US perhaps reflects
the history of how human trafficking has been defined. The focal areas of
anti-trafficking organisations mirror contents of early policy discussions
and definitions of human trafficking that singularly focus on the smuggling
of women for sexual slavery (Feingold 2005; Zimmerman 2005). If many of
the NGO actors in the space continue to have a narrow definition of human
trafficking, subsequent policy efforts and public discussions on human
trafficking will probably neglect domestic trafficking and important aspects
of human trafficking beyond sexual slavery.

Study 2 (online survey): human trafficking knowledge quiz

Procedures and design. A nationally representative online survey was
administered in March 2015 through Survey Sampling International (SSI)
to 2,135 people.17 The median age in the sample is 47.3, 51% of the sample
is female, 76% of the sample is white and 74% identify with a religion. The
median household has an income in the $50,000–$74,999 range. In all,
37.5% of the sample identifies more with the Democrat party and 40.1% of
the sample identifies more with the Republican party.18 A summary of the
demographic characteristics of the study sample can be found in Table B.1
in Online Appendix B.19

Each respondent completed a battery of nine true/false questions to
gauge the level of information they have on the issue of human trafficking.

17 The survey was fielded in five waves of 400–500 people each day over a five-day period. SSI
maintains a online participant sample and sends surveys to respondents to create a census-
matched sample. Respondents were also screened for general demographic information before
completing the survey.

18 Gender is a binary indicator. Income is coded on a nine-point scale representing increasing
income categories. Religiosity is coded 1 if a respondent identifies with a religion, and 0 other-
wise. Party identification is coded on a seven-point scale, with higher values corresponding to
identification with the Republican Party.

19 Overall, the sample closely matches demographics found in the population at large and
other nationally representative surveys. For instance, in the 2014 Community Population Survey
(CPS) Voting and Registration Supplement (the CPS survey released closest to the distribution of
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The full knowledge quiz battery of the questionnaire is provided in Online
Appendix C. In this way, we can look to see whether the typical American’s
understanding of human trafficking matches reality.

Results. Figure 3 displays two pieces of information: (1) the share of
respondents who correctly answered each individual question; and (2) the
share of respondents who answered a particular number of questions
correctly (a cumulative percentage). Over half of the sample answered at least
five out of the nine questions correctly. There are four questions that nearly the
entire sample answered correctly (over 83%), which are enumerated below:

∙ Question 5: Human trafficking is a form of slavery. (True)20

∙ Question 6: Pimping a minor is sex trafficking. (True)
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Figure 3 Correct responses to human trafficking quiz.
Note: The bar graph depicts the percentage of respondents who correctly answered
each question. The line graph denotes the cumulative percentage of respondents
who answered each number of questions correctly.

the SSI survey), median respondent age was 48, 52.1% of respondents were female, median
income was between $50,000 and $59,000 and 81.3%% of the sample identified as white. Party
and religion are not found in government surveys, but can be compared with the American
National Election Study (ANES) 2012 Time Series data. Our sample contains a smaller ratio of
Democrats to Republicans than the ANES sample, where 52.6% of the ANES sample identifies
more with the Democrat party, and 33.9%% identifies more with the Republican party. The SSI
sample contains fewer religious identifiers: 84.5% of the ANES sample, identified with a religion.

20 There is a debate onwhether human trafficking is a form of slavery; however, we coded this
as true given that the term “slavery” is in the definition of human trafficking in the Palermo
Protocol.
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∙ Question 8: You can’t be trafficked if you knowingly entered the US
illegally. (False)

∙ Question 9: You can’t be trafficked if you knowingly engaged in
prostitution. (False)

For themost part, the general population is relativelywell-versed on issues of
human trafficking involving sexwork,which comports with our finding that sex
trafficking has dominated print media and NGOs activity. Given that human
trafficking has been linkedwith smuggling and foreigners, it is also not surprising
that the average American correctly believes that it is possible for an illegal
immigrant to be a human trafficking victim. In addition, the notion that human
trafficking is a form of slavery has caught on in the mind of the average citizen.

However, there are two questions that respondents generally answer
incorrectly. Those questions are as follows:

∙ Question 4: The vast majority of human trafficking victims are
females. (False)

∙ Question 7: Human trafficking is another word for smuggling. (False)

The first notable misunderstanding – that the majority of human
trafficking victims are women (Question 4) – is unsurprising given our
earlier policy and NGO analyses. Legislation and reporting on sex
trafficking and an emphasis on women as victims results in a public that
believes that most victims of human trafficking are women. The second
pervasive misunderstanding (Question 7) is consistent with a focus on
foreign nationals seen in our analyses of anti-trafficking organisations and a
legacy definition of human trafficking emphasising illegal cross-border
movement. The association of entry into the country through illegal means
with immigrants who have been trafficked likely leads to a misunderstand-
ing about the distinctions between human trafficking and smuggling.

Study 3 (lab experiment): (mis)categorising victims

Procedures and design. We further examine how human trafficking is
understood by executing a study in a behavioural lab of a major research
university to assess general perceptions around human trafficking.
The study was conducted between 8 and 16 November 2012, and 436
individuals participated. Summary statistics of the student sample for a
range of demographic characteristics – age, gender, income, race/ethnicity,
religiosity, interest in political news, party identification and political
knowledge – can be found in Table D.1 in Online Appendix D.21 As this

21 Gender is a binary indicator, coded as 1 if a respondent is female. Income is coded on a
nine-point scale representing increasing income categories. Religiosity is coded 1 if a respondent
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study targeted college students, 93% of the sample are between the ages of
18 and 22 years. The average respondent answered five out of eight political
knowledge questions correctly, 71% of our study sample are white, 80%
identify with a religious faith and the median respondent has a household
income of $150,000 or more. The sample is diverse with respect to gender
(51% female) and party identification (41.84% identifies more with the
Republican Party and 51.26% identifies more with the Democratic Party).

Although a student population is not necessarily nationally representa-
tive, experimental studies from a student sample can still be illuminating
and are not inherently a problem for experimental research (Druckman and
Kam 2011). If treatment effects are not moderated by student and
nonstudent status (e.g. there are homogeneous treatment effects), then the
results of our convenience student sample are generalisable to nonstudent
populations. Our nationally representative sample described in Study 2
indicated that human trafficking knowledge is not moderated by age, and,
to our knowledge, there is no theoretical reason why a human trafficking
cue should have a stronger impact on undergraduate students compared
with nonstudents.22 Moreover, we replicated this study with a nationally
representative sample in another country context, and found nearly
identical effects.23

To assess whether a single industry dominates people’s perception
about when human trafficking occurs, we exogenously manipulated the
context in which the human trafficking victim is working. Namely,
respondents were asked to read one of three variations of a statement,
where each manipulation is indicated in brackets: “As you may know,
many persons who pay agents to be transported from one country to
another end up being deceived and coerced to take work in [the sex
industry/exploitative environments/menial labor] when they reach their
destination”. The statement was immediately followed by the question
“How would you describe these individuals?” (response options: “Illegal
immigrants”, “Legal migrants”, “Victims of traffickers” and “Other”).

chooses a religion, and 0 otherwise. Party Identification is coded on a seven-point scale, with
higher values corresponding to identification with the Republican Party. Political knowledge
indicates the number of questions the respondent answered correctly when asked eight political
knowledge questions pertaining to (1) presidential term limits; (2) US Senate terms; (3) John
Boehner; (4) David Cameron; (5) Elena Kagan; (6) Janet Napolitano; (7) US military fatalities in
Afghanistan; and (8) the national unemployment rate.

22 Although we do not know of any data that indicate that students are representative of
knowledge on human trafficking, we see very little difference in how younger adults and students
answered the quiz when compared with older adults/nonstudents. Individuals younger than 30
averaged 61.2%, whereas individuals 30 and above averaged 61.7% (p=0.65). Students scored
slightly better, averaging 64.9%, compared with 61.3% for nonstudents (p=0.03).

23 Results from the Guatemala study are available upon request.
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All three variations would qualify as a description of a potential human
trafficking victim, as the type of work is not part of the definition of
trafficking, whereas coercion is integral to the definition. To ensure that
random assignment of the treatment conditions were successful, we
confirm that there is balance across treatment conditions for each
of our demographic variables noted above (see Table D.2 in Online
Appendix D).

Results. When the description of the foreign human trafficking victim
involves the sex industry, 89.9% correctly categorise the victim as a human
trafficking victim, 6.7% describe the victim as an illegal immigrant and
3.4% categorise the victim as a legal migrant. In contrast, when the
description of the victim mentions “exploitative environments” rather than
the sex industry, only 66.2% of our sample categorise the victim as a
human trafficking victim, and 28.8 and 5.0% categorise the victim as an
illegal immigrant and legal migrant, respectively. Finally, when the word
“exploitative” is removed and the nature of the work is “menial labour,”
the share of individuals who categorise the victim as a human trafficking
victim drops to 49.7%. Moreover, the victims described in the provided
statement are more likely to be viewed as illegal immigrants (41.5%) or
legal migrants (8.8%). The results of the study are summarised in Figure 4,
and we find that the labor industry significantly impacts the extent to which
victims are identified as human trafficking victims, first and foremost
(χ2= 57.65, p< 0.001).24 This result shows that people strongly link sex
trafficking with human trafficking, and the sex trade cues individuals into
thinking that a particular victim is indeed a human trafficking victim. As
such, human trafficking victims who are not exploited in the sex industry
are more likely to be mis-categorised, and not considered human trafficking
victims.Moreover, when a respondent does not view the foreign individuals
as a human trafficking victim, the sense that the statement describes “illegal
immigrants” is consistently higher than the sense that the statement
describes “legal migrants”. This provides evidence that when an individual
thinks about foreign victims, there is a sense that the smuggling of “illegal”
immigrants dominates legal movement. Note that there is nothing illegal
about using a third-party agency to assist with movement (e.g. a travel
agency or a work placement agency). This comports with what we find in
the knowledge quiz study discussed above: sex trafficking is perceived to be

24 A mosaic plot can be found in the Online Appendix D (see Figure D.1). The mosaic plot of
these data also indicates that there is an overrepresentation of individuals selecting victims of
traffickers for the sex industry treatment, and illegal immigrants for the menial labour treatment.
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a problem that mostly affects women, and smuggling is intertwined with
people’s understanding of the human trafficking process.

The evolution of human trafficking messaging strategies and implications
for public opinion

While the previous section demonstrated that both policy elites and the
public reflect a limited view of trafficking, what might a fuller description of
human trafficking look like? In addition, howwould support for combating
human trafficking and anti-trafficking policy be affected if alternative
human trafficking messaging strategies were used? We have found that

Figure 4 Categorising victims by industry.
Note: The bar graph depicts the percentage of respondents who identified the victim
population as illegal immigrants, legal migrants, or victims of traffickers by each of
the three treatment conditions.
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there is a tendency to conflate sex trafficking with human trafficking among
NGOs and the public. Does the overemphasis on sex trafficking and
smuggling mean undermobilisation of the public around the issue? Or, as
some suggest, might a focus on cross-border sex trafficking effectively
mobilise the public around the issue? We are interested not only in the
impacts of the different messages on concern for human trafficking, but also
on how the different messages affect an individual’s propensity to act
against human trafficking and support future government anti-trafficking
policies.
First, we use a comprehensive corpus of newspaper articles on human

trafficking to document the content of public information of human traf-
ficking and the main context of the descriptions of human trafficking. As
argued in Farrell and Fahy, “media representations of human trafficking
problems, both in response to and in furtherance of claims makers at dif-
ferent stages, illustrate publicly accepted definitions of and solutions to the
problem” (2009, 618). Tracing the primary topics of media discussions on
human trafficking allows us to follow the core attributes of how human
trafficking is represented to, and hence understood by, the public.
We then use a survey experiment to determine what, if any, effect a

broader messaging strategy might have on garnering support for anti-
trafficking efforts and policies. Despite the broad focus on sex trafficking
we identified above, our study concludes that shining a light on sex traf-
ficking and the smuggling of foreign nationals does not catalyse support for
public policies beyond what a generic message on human trafficking
accomplishes, and that anti-trafficking efforts might be better served by
broadening the focus, highlighting the security threats that human traf-
ficking poses and emphasising that it is also a domestic problem affecting
US citizens.

Study 1: mass media coverage on human trafficking

Procedures and design. What are the dominant messaging frames used
to inform the public about human trafficking? Here, we investigate the
possible ways that the media might represent human trafficking to the
public. To that end, we compiled a corpus of 12,763 newspaper articles
published in the US from 1979 through 2013. The articles were obtained
from the search query “human trafficking” on LexisNexis, and the search
was constrained to articles published in newspapers in the US. The search
extended back through 1967, but no newspaper articles were found before
1979.25 Figure 5 shows the distribution of the number of newspaper articles

25 Online Appendix E contains a more in-depth description of how the corpus was compiled.
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by the year they were published. Between 1979 and 1989, there were very
few articles published about human trafficking – an average of 1.8 articles
per year. The number of articles between 1990 and 1994 increased slightly
to 7.4 articles a year, and doubled between 1995 and 1999. In the next
decade, the number of newspaper articles published about human trafficking
increased exponentially. While in 2000 there were 110 articles, in 2005 there
were 870, and in 2013 there were 3,077 articles published about human
trafficking. The sparse level of articles about human trafficking before 2000
and the immediate growth in articles about human trafficking after 2000 is
consistent with other investigations into human trafficking conducted
between 1990 and 2000 (Farrell and Fahy 2009; Gulati 2011).

The increase in the level of public discourse follows the timing of public
policy activity. The first slight increase occurs in 2000, which is when the
Palermo Protocol and TVPA were established. Each renewal of TVPA was
also accompanied with a jump in the amount of articles on human trafficking
in the US. As such, the date in which TVPA was passed (2000) and the dates
of each renewal (2003, 2006, 2008 and 2013) are indicated on the graph
with a dashed vertical line in Figure 5. Because the formal legal definition of
human trafficking in the US was established in 2000, and there is an
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Figure 5 Number of articles on human trafficking in United States (US) print
media.
Note: The dashed lines reflect when the first US legislation on human trafficking,
Trafficking and Violence Protection Act, was passed (2000), and when this
legislation was reauthorised – 2003, 2005, 2008 and 2013.
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exponential increase in the articles on human trafficking after 1999, we focus
our remaining analysis on the articles released in 2000 and thereafter.26

To determine the content of the articles, we used Latent Direchlet
Allocation (LDA), a topic modelling algorithm that allows us to divide the
articles based on a selected number of topics (Blei et al. 2003). LDA allows a
corpus to be divided into different groups or topics, and uses individual
word counts to serve as an attribute of one of the document topics.27 The
topic model produces five substantive topics. These are listed in Table 1,
along with the words that form each topic.28

Results. Figure 6 presents the results of this analysis. The proportion of
each topic is averaged for each year, and then multiplied by the number of

Table 1. Topics

Topics Words in Topic

Foreign trafficking World rights president international government countries country people
foreign nations

Immigration Immigration border illegal Mexico immigrants Texas enforcement drug
state security

Sex trafficking Trafficking victims women sex girls children prostitution slavery people
forced

Labour trafficking People children home years family time year work money families
Security Police sex court attorney county case arrested charge prison trafficking

26 Because there are so few articles before 2000 (only 400 in total), adding these articles does
not substantively change the conclusions of our analysis. The final analysis includes 12,363
articles.

27 We used McCallum (2002) for this analysis.
28 There were five additional topics that came out of this analyses, which were excluded

because they do not involve messages about how to understand human trafficking. These topics
are as follows: art, movie, information, legislation and anti-trafficking efforts. Rather, these
topics illustrate discussions that occur as a result of human trafficking. First, the “art” topic
discuss installations of artwork on human trafficking. Second, the “movie” topic contains articles
that discuss video screenings on the subject of human trafficking. Third, the “information” topic
conveys messages about where people can go to learn about human trafficking (e.g. dates of
awareness events). Fourth, the “legislation” topic contains information about proposed legis-
lation and outcomes of legislation rather than providing insight on how to understand the pro-
blem. Finally, “anti-trafficking efforts” considers state, government and prosecution terms. These
topics have been excluded from the analysis because they do not provide a message that describes
what human trafficking is. The proportion of articles described by the “information” and
“legislation” topics increases in the time period we are discussing, but remain lower than the
substantive topics. The proportion of articles contained in the “art” and “movie” topic remains
constant in our period of observation, and remains very small with respect to the other topics.
The “anti-trafficking efforts” category contained a very small proportion of topics in the begin-
ning of the period, and by the end was the second most discussed topic.

The evolution of human trafficking messaging 221

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

01
43

81
4X

18
00

01
07

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0143814X18000107


articles in each year. As such, each data point represents the average num-
ber of the articles that reflect each individual topic by year. Initially, the
conversation around human trafficking was dominated by discussions on
foreignness of human trafficking. Articles about immigration, sex and
labour trafficking are equally represented as secondary issues, and the
fewest number of articles discuss security. By 2008, articles focussing on
security began to dominate the discussion. Although articles focusing on
sex trafficking do not ever form the largest proportion of articles, these
articles are one of the most represented topics in most years. In addition, by
the end of the time period of analysis, articles focusing on sex trafficking are
the second most common topic. Together, the sex trafficking and security
topics form about 35% of the topics discussed in the articles on human
trafficking in 2013. In contrast, while labour trafficking articles are only
slightly less prevalent in 2000, by 2012 they are among the least repre-
sentative of the topics. In addition, the “immigration” topic was just as
frequently discussed as the “sex trafficking” topic at the beginning of the
time period, but became the least covered topic after 2010.

Overall, the changes in topic representation over time demonstrate that
the conversation around human trafficking has exponentially increased in
the past decade. A text analysis of media portrayals provide information
that reflects patterns we saw in the analyses of anti-trafficking organisa-
tions. First, the prevalence of articles discussing sex trafficking and labour
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Figure 6 Average number of articles per year by topic.
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trafficking comports with the prevalence of organisations that focus on sex
trafficking over labour trafficking. Namely, discussions on sex trafficking
overshadow that of labour trafficking. In addition, the prominence of
articles focused on immigration and the foreign aspects of human
trafficking is consistent with the perspective that human trafficking and
smuggling are inextricably connected. The dominant topic is “security”.
Starting in 2012, this is the most common topic, which reveals that the
criminal and security aspect of the issue has become increasingly salient
over time. In addition, this analysis reveals that there is a multidimension-
ality to the human trafficking problem that has created space for human
trafficking to be framed as (1) a gendered sex trafficking issue; (2) a labour
and human rights issue, where the focus is on protecting the human rights
of all individuals, and ensure that they are not put into slave-like conditions,
regardless of sector; (3) a security issue; (4) an issue of immigration and
transnational movement; and (5) a foreign issue rather than a local issue.

Study 2 (online study): the impact of messaging

We now present the results of a survey experiment that investigates how
alternative messages may shift public concern for anti-trafficking efforts
and support for various anti-trafficking policies. Using the five frames dis-
covered in the media discussions of human trafficking, we investigate
whether a messaging strategy that pushes beyond the sexual exploitation of
smuggled women has consequences for levels of public supports combating
human trafficking.

Procedures and design. This survey experiment tests the relative impact of
each of the five dominant messaging themes of human trafficking that we
found in the analyses of US print media on an individual’s programmatic
and policy preferences related to human trafficking. We embedded
this experiment in the nationally representative survey used in Study 1
(see Appendix G for full demographic information).29 There are two main
portions of the survey experiment.

First, we randomly assigned respondents to receive one of the six
conditions defining human trafficking described in Table 2. One condition
is the control case, which does not provide a particular messaging frame,
and the five treatment conditions define human trafficking with one of the

29 This experiment was presented before the knowledge quiz so that individuals were not
accidentally treated through the quiz questions. To preserve the integrity of the knowledge quiz,
the description of human trafficking in the experiment’s messages do not answer the quiz
questions, and the quiz appears well after the message.
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Table 2. Experimental treatments

Message Content

Control Human trafficking: a major problem
Every year, millions of men, women and children are trafficked in
countries around the world. It is estimated that human trafficking is a
$32 billion per year industry. Traffickers use force, fraud or coercion
to lure their victims and force them into labour or commercial sexual
exploitation. They look for people who are vulnerable for a variety
of reasons, including economic hardship, natural disasters or
political instability

Security Human trafficking: a major national security issue
… Some people argue that human trafficking is part of larger
transnational criminal networks that may include trafficking of drugs
or weapons, and is the second most profitable form of transnational
crime. Today, it is thought that the overlap of human trafficking with
other criminal enterprises undermines national security

Human rights/labour
trafficking

Human trafficking: a major human rights issue
… Some people argue that human trafficking represents a real threat to
the human rights of individuals. Many have been tricked into coercive
and exploitative working situations in a variety of industries, such as
agriculture, manufacturing, mining and domestic help. Today, it is
thought that labour trafficking is modern-day slavery

Women’s rights/sex
trafficking

Human trafficking: a major women’s rights issue
… Some people argue that human trafficking represents a real threat
to the human rights of individuals, especially women and girls who
have been tricked into coercive and exploitative working situations
in the sex industry. Today, it is thought that sex trafficking is the big
emerging women’s rights issue for the 21st century

Immigration Human trafficking: a major immigration issue
… Some people argue that international human trafficking results from
individuals accepting dangerous and often illegalmigration arrangements
because they are aiming to escape violence, instability and/or poverty in
their home countries. Today, it is thought that many such individuals are
vulnerable to becoming victims of human trafficking

Domestic Human trafficking: a major domestic issue
… Victims of human trafficking can be men, women, children,
adults, foreign nationals and US citizens. A 2013 Congressional
Research Service report estimates that as many as 100,000 US
children may be victims of domestic human trafficking. Today, it is
thought that human trafficking is a local, domestic issue in addition
to an international issue

Note: Each subject was randomly assigned one of these newspaper articles. Each
article began with the sentences found in the control. The other treatments included
the sentences listed here in addition to the treatment. Each article also contained a
by-line for S. Johnson.
US=United States.
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five dominant messaging frames we found through our text analyses of US
newspaper articles. The control message contains only basic information
about human trafficking. The five treatment groups receive the same
information as the control condition, with an additional two sentences that
emphasise the particular topic as an important contributor to human
trafficking. The frame is also emphasised in the article’s title. The treatment
is designed to prime the respondents to think of human trafficking as a
national security issue, a human rights and labour issue, a women’s rights
(or sex trafficking) issue, a problem due to immigration and a local (rather
than foreign) problem.30

Second, we asked a series of questions to capture respondents’
programmatic and policy preferences related to human trafficking, starting
with a question on whether the policy area should be prioritised. More
specifically, we asked: “There are many issues facing our country today,
and choices have to be made about how to prioritize them. Howwould you
say that the federal government should prioritize anti-trafficking policies
and programs?” (response options range from “It should not be a priority
at all” to “It should be a top priority”).

We also assessed how willing each respondent is to take actions to
combat human trafficking and how likely they were to support specific
government policies. To best summarise the data on programmatic and
policy preferences, we created two separate indices: one to estimate the
behavioural effects of the message frames, and the other to estimate the
impact each frame has on changing opinion on government policy.

The behavioural questions, which comprise seven questions (see Online
Appendix F for exact question wordings), asked respondents to consider
what they, personally, would do to fight human trafficking. This question
battery includes questions on the respondent’s likelihood to call the police
about trafficking, stop purchasing goods created with illegal labour
practices, lobby for an anti-trafficking bill, vote for an elected official who
supports anti-trafficking efforts and volunteer time or donate money to
anti-trafficking organisation (response options for these questions are on a
five-point scale from “Not at all likely” to “Extremely likely” to perform
the action discussed).

To estimate attitudes about public policy, we use eight questions that
ask about the importance of increasing penalties for traffickers, legalising
prostitution, increasing law enforcement training and efforts, reforming
border control, ensuring corporate responsibility with respect to fair labour
practices and preventing government corruption (response options are

30 As the “foreign trafficking” framing is the exact counterpart of the “domestic” framing,
only one of the two were included, and we opted to emphasise the opposite of foreignness.
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provided on a five-point scale ranging from “Not at all important” to
“Extremely important”). The exact question wording for each of these
outcome measures is noted in Online Appendix F.

We constructed each of the two indices by first averaging the relevant
battery of questions. The summary statistics for each index are reported in
Table B.1 in Online Appendix B. The respondent behaviour index gives a
very high internal consistency score (α= 0.88). The government policy
index yields a slightly lower score (α= 0.80), but is still a highly consistent
measure of opinions on government policies.31

While Table B.1 in Online Appendix B reports the summary statistics
for the priority measure and the demographic measures in raw form, each
of these three outcome measures were recoded to range from 0 to 1 for all
analyses.32 Thus, we can easily interpret a regression coefficient associated
with an independent variable as representing a 100*β percentage-point
increase in the dependent variable associated with moving from the lowest
to highest possible value of the given independent variable.

To ensure that this survey experiment was properly implemented, we
examined whether treatments groups are balanced on each demographic
statistic (see Table G.3 in Online Appendix G). Overall, random assignment
was successful; there is balance on all but one pretreatment demographic
measure, including political identification, income, gender, race and
education. Given that there is imbalance on age, we present results with
and without controls for demographics characteristics, and find that the
effect sizes are not sensitive to the inclusion and exclusion of demographic
controls.

Results. To better understand the effect of each of the messaging frames,
we estimate a regression model to assess the relative effects of the various
treatments against that of the control. Table 3 reports the effect of each
treatment condition, where the omitted category is the control condition, to
examine how messages change citizens’ understanding of how important it
is for the government to address human trafficking [columns (1) and (2)],

31 Although we are confident that the index provides a cohesive summary for both the
behaviour and policy questions, we recognise that some items on the government policy index are
more relevant to specific treatment conditions than others. Specifically, the questions around
legalising prostitution and increasing penalties for purchasing sex are both thought to be related
to sex trafficking. Tighter border control pertains to understanding human trafficking as an
immigration issue or as a security issue. However, the treatments do not directly explain the
appropriate relationship between each of these outcome measures and the messaging frame, and
given the high Cronbach’s α score for the two indices, we consider the overall indices rather than
each measure separately.

32 Measures are coded such that 0 indicates the lowest levels of priority/action/support and 1
indicates the highest levels of priority/action/support.
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Table 3. Messaging experiment results

Dependent Variable

Priority Respondent Behaviour Government Policies

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Security 0.032 (0.016)** 0.029 (0.016)* 0.046 (0.018)** 0.040 (0.018)** 0.022 (0.013)* 0.021 (0.013)*
Labour 0.005 (0.017) −0.001 (0.016) 0.031 (0.019)* 0.026 (0.019) 0.001 (0.013) 0.0004 (0.013)
Sex 0.021 (0.016) 0.018 (0.016) 0.020 (0.018) 0.013 (0.018) 0.001 (0.013) 0.001 (0.013)
Immigration 0.014 (0.016) 0.009 (0.016) 0.033 (0.019)* 0.029 (0.018) 0.018 (0.013) 0.015 (0.013)
Domestic 0.042 (0.016)*** 0.032 (0.016)** 0.051 (0.018)*** 0.040 (0.018)** 0.027 (0.013)** 0.027 (0.013)**
Party identification −0.107 (0.021)*** −0.120 (0.024)*** 0.008 (0.017)
Income 0.030 (0.009)*** 0.027 (0.011)** 0.037 (0.008)***
Education −0.016 (0.018) 0.065 (0.021)*** 0.012 (0.015)
Male −0.050 (0.012)*** −0.019 (0.013) −0.007 (0.010)
White 0.054 (0.014)*** 0.060 (0.016)*** 0.012 (0.011)
Age −0.016 (0.020) 0.035 (0.023) −0.041 (0.017)**
Constant 0.632 (0.011)*** 0.693 (0.022)*** 0.534 (0.013)*** 0.502 (0.025)*** 0.682 (0.009)*** 0.677 (0.018)***
Observations 1,961 1,940 1,964 1,940 1,961 1,940
Adjusted R2 0.002 0.054 0.003 0.038 0.002 0.016

Note: The dependent variable in columns 1 and 2 indicates how much of a priority human trafficking should be. The dependent variable in
columns 3 and 4 is the index compiled from behavioural questions asked to the respondent. The dependent variable in columns 5 and 6 is the
index compiled from questions on which government policies respondents would support.
Regression standard errors are in parentheses.
*p< 0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01.
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motivation to take action [columns (3) and (4)] and support levels for anti-
trafficking policies [columns (5) and (6)].

This analytical exercise shows that the messages that surround human
trafficking have an impact on how much human trafficking should be
prioritised by the state, the types of behaviours they are willing to take and
support for government policies. The domestic and security messaging
consistently and significantly increase the perceived level of importance of
human trafficking, and motivation to act and support policy measures to
combat human trafficking. Our analyses of US print media showed that
there has been an emphasis that human trafficking is a foreign problem. The
domestic message may be more impactful as it contains information that
counters potential priors that human trafficking is not a domestic issue;
emphasising that human trafficking can occur locally decreases the distance
between the respondents and the issue.

With respect to the efficacy of security, this effect is consistent with
findings that repackaging human trafficking from a human rights issue to a
crime and security issue triggered greater state-level response (Simmons and
Lloyd 2015). This study shows that framing human trafficking as a crime or
security issue can also positively shift public attitudes and behaviours. The
domestic and security messages both convey a sense that human trafficking
may have an impact that might directly affect them, either because of the
proximity to them or the potential impact on the crime in this country.33

Interestingly, messages that convey information about the victims of the
crime and the type of victimisation (labour trafficking, sex trafficking and
issues around legal migration) do nothing beyond a generic message about
human trafficking.

Discussion

In 2000, the global community created an official definition for
human trafficking that encompassed many transnational crime problems
(Simmons and Lloyd 2015). Contemporary laws on human trafficking have
expanded the concept of trafficking in persons to be neutral with respect to
gender, age, race, sector of exploitation (to move beyond sex exploitation),
and smuggling is not necessarily part of the recognised victimisation
process. However, given a long history of defining human trafficking as
smuggling for sexual exploitation, the programmatic focus of human

33 It is possible that the domestic treatment elevates concern in part because it estimates the
number of children trafficked. Although all treatments mention that children are trafficked, and
the sex trafficking treatment notes that girls are trafficked, only the domestic treatment gives an
estimate of child trafficking victims.
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trafficking organisations on sex trafficking and foreign victims specifically,
and media coverage on human trafficking emphasising sex trafficking over
other forms of trafficking, we find that contemporary public understanding
of the human trafficking issue is substantially more narrow than the
definition of human trafficking contained in current federal and inter-
national laws. This misperception is not necessarily problematic from the
perspective of eliciting widespread support for ending human trafficking.
Nevertheless, there are implications with respect to levels of support for
anti-trafficking policy and programmatic response strategies. Shining a
light on other facets of human trafficking – the fact that human trafficking is
an issue of security and affects domestic citizens – has the potential to
increase public response to the issue.
In this article, we first document that anti-trafficking efforts dis-

proportionately focus on sex trafficking and foreign nationals, and that the
public shares a narrow understanding of human trafficking. We examine
how anti-trafficking organisations focus their attention on sex versus
labour trafficking, as well as international/foreign versus domestic traf-
ficking. These analyses indicate a persistent focus on sex trafficking and
international trafficking. Then, we demonstrate that public understanding
of human trafficking reflects this overemphasis of sex trafficking through
a knowledge quiz of a nationally representative sample, as well as a
laboratory experiment.34 We also show that trafficking is perceived by the
public as nearly synonymous with smuggling. These findings are consistent
the prevalence of themes of immigration and foreign trafficking in media
portrayals, and the focus of anti-trafficking organisations on foreign
nationals.
Second, we explore the range of ways in which human trafficking has

been portrayed over time, and the impact of each prominent portrayal on
support for anti-trafficking efforts in a survey experiment. The various
forms of human trafficking, as well as a legacy definition that focusses on
women and prostitution, have created space for human trafficking to be
redefined and interpreted in alternative ways, and at times misinterpreted
(Jahic and Finckenauer 2005). Through an analysis of print media over the
past five decades, we find that human trafficking can be, and has been,
politicised as a human rights or forced labour issue, a foreign issue, an
immigration issue, a gendered, sex-exploitation issue and a security issue.
The relative impact of the five different messages indicates that support can
be enhanced with certain types of messaging strategies. Seeing human
trafficking as sex trafficking, general labour/human rights issue or an

34 We note that there is an overemphasis, as human trafficking that does not involve sexual
exploitation is prevalent, and by some accounts, the majority of human trafficking cases.
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immigration issue does not necessarily translate to greater activism or a
demand for policy change. Interestingly, highlighting that human traffick-
ing includes exploitation that is not sexual in nature does not positively
or negatively alter public support. However, emphasising that human traf-
ficking is a local problem (downplaying that human trafficking is a foreign
issue that takes place abroad and/or involves immigrants if it takes place
within the US border) and a security issue elicits a greater demand for policy
action and increased motivation to take actions to combat trafficking.
These results have important implications for those attempting to sway

public opinion or alter the policy space on human trafficking. Through an
emphasis of proximity to the issue and emphasis on the security harms of
the issue to a country as a whole, there are increases in both an individual’s
desire to be active in combating trafficking and increases in demands for
government action. Thus, although the current emphasis of sex trafficking
follows from historical development of the policy space, perhaps because
sex trafficking is already top of mind for the public when hearing the words
human trafficking, emphasising sex trafficking does not galvanise action as
well as other strategies might.
Although emphasising sex trafficking, labour trafficking and immi-

gration do not necessarily translate to more support for government
policies, there is no decline in public support for anti-trafficking efforts by
emphasising these aspects of the trafficking problem.However, it is important
to conduct further research on the effects of each messaging strategy on sup-
port for actual policies that experts deem as helpful in mitigating particular
forms of trafficking. For instance, Feingold (2005) argues that restricting
immigration results in increases in transnational trafficking. Would informa-
tion about trafficking victims being smuggled into the country make support
for more open immigration policies more palatable?
Although the focus on the sexual exploitation of women does not reduce

support for anti-trafficking efforts, it has had an impact on domestic anti-
trafficking policies. For instance, TVPA and the renewals of TVPA have
been criticised as being disproportionately focussed on women and sex
trafficking (Bishop 2003; Kandathil 2005; Soderlund 2005; Rieger 2006).
The initial TVPA was passed in conjunction with the “Violence Against
Women Act” (VAWA). Moreover, much of the language used in the dis-
cussions of the passage of TVPA involved sex trafficking. According to Carr
et al., “to listen to legislators explain the need for TVPA, one might think
that human trafficking only happened to women and girls from other
countries and that it only involved sex trafficking, not labor trafficking”
(2014, 112). The reauthorisation of TVPA in 2013 was again attached to
VAWA; the reauthorisation was passed as an amendment to the “Violence
Against Women Reauthorization Act” signalling that human trafficking
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and women’s rights go hand in hand.35 In addition, because most of the
benefits for victims included in TVPA are those for foreign nationals, there
is similarly an emphasis on the foreignness of human trafficking (Carr et al.
2014). As this example elucidates, future research on the specific policy
prescriptions that accompany each of the prominent messaging strategies is
necessary.
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