
2022

Estimating Sex Trafficking 
in Sacramento County
Final Report

RTI International:
Kelle Barrick, PhD
Rebecca Pfeffer, PhD
Stephen Tueller, PhD
Elizabeth Tibaduiza, MA
Ruth Grossman, BA
Christina Melander, MSW
Amanda Young, MS
Renee Mitchell, PhD

Community Against 
Sexual Harm (CASH):
Terri Galvan, MPP

Institute for Social Research, 
Sacramento State University 
Shannon Williams, PhD
Fleur Marfori, MSW
Valory Messier, MA



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

We thank a number of individuals for their support and dedication throughout this study. First among 
them are the members of our Survivor Advisory Council, who provided critical input at all stages of the 
project: Antoinette Smith, Sawan Vaden, Charity Harmon, Makayla Hines, Ashley Green, Breana Baker, 
Dominique Roseborough, April Grayson, and Kayla Baumann. This project would not have been possible 
without them.

We also acknowledge Sacramento City Councilman Eric Guerra and California State Senator Richard Pan, 
MD, who helped secure the funding needed to support this project.

We are thankful for the members of Sacramento State University’s Institute for Social Research who 
did the heavy lifting of reviewing and de-identifying interview transcripts: Julie Mac, MS; Mei Lin Jackson, 
MSW; and Mayra Adame, MA.

We appreciate the input of Heather Prince from RTI International, who assisted with the quantitative 
analysis for this project. 

We are extremely grateful for the willingness of nine agencies and organizations to share data on 
iGentiȴeG sex trafficking Yictims ZitK us anG Ior tKe time tKey spent preparing tKe Gata� *enerating a 
prevalence estimate would not have been possible without these data.

Finally, we are grateful for all the interviewees who shared their stories with us. We recognize how 
Gifficult anG painIul it can Ee to recount tKese experiences� TKeir Zillingness to participate Zill contriEute 
to improYing anti-trafficking eorts in Sacramento anG preYent otKers Irom Eeing traffickeG Ior sex�

Disclaimer: 
Stock photos used in this report are for illustrative purposes only and any person depicted in the content is a model.



TABLE OF
CONTENTS

Chapter 1: Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1
Chapter 2: Overview of Human Trafficking Prevalence Research . . . 3

:Ky is preYalence estimation Gifficult" . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4

:Kat Go Ze knoZ aEout tKe preYalence oI sex trafficking in tKe 8niteG States�" . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5

3reYalence oI Sex Trafficking $mong 0inor 9ictims in tKe 8niteG States� . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6

3reYalence oI Sex anG /aEor Trafficking $mong $Gult anG 0inor 9ictims . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6

Information Supplementing Prevalence Estimates . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7

:Kat aGGitional researcK is necessary to unGerstanG tKe preYalence oI sex trafficking 
in tKe 8�S� anG inIorm a coorGinateG response" . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8

:Kat Go Ze neeG EeyonG a preYalence estimate to Eetter responG to trafficking" . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8

+oZ Goes tKis stuGy contriEute to improYing tKe response to trafficking"  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9

Chapter 3: Study Design . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10
Participatory Action Research Approach . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10

Mixed Methods Approach . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11

Administrative Data . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12

Semistructured Interview Data . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13

Chapter 4: Prevalence Estimates. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17
Summary and Recommendations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19

Chapter 5: Characteristics of Interviewees and Their Networks . . . 20
Sample Description . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20

Market Characteristics . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27

Summary and Recommendations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29

Chapter 6: Nature of Exploitation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 30
Physical and Sexual Violence . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31

Threats of Physical and Sexual Violence . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 32

$ection Ior Trafficker 8seG as a Form oI Emotional 0anipulation anG Coercion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33

Financial Coercion or Withholding of Compensation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 34

Isolation and Surveillance  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 36

Verbal and Emotional Abuse . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 38

Conȴscation oI 'ocuments or ΖGentiȴcation  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40

Threats of Law Enforcement Involvement or of Deportation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 41

Summary and Recommendations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 41

Chapter 7: Recruitment and Entry . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 42
9oluntary Entry Ζnto Sex :ork� :itK or :itKout a Trafficker�3imp  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 43

Voluntary Entry at Someone Else’s Request . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 43



D   Estimating Sex Trafficking in Sacramento County: Final Report - 2022

Entry by False Pretense of Romantic Relationship  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 43

Voluntary Entry That Becomes Nonvoluntary  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 44

Compelled Entry due to Financial Circumstances or Necessity  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 45

Entry by False Recruitment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 45

Entry by Force  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 46

Summary and Recommendations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 46

Chapter 8: Victim and Trafficker Networks and Operations . . . . . . . 47
'escription oI Traffickers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 47

Social 1etZorks oI Traffickers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 48

/imiteG .noZleGge oI or Contact :itK Traffickerȇs 1etZork . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 48

Traffickersȇ 1etZorks  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 49

RelationsKips $mong 9ictims oI a Trafficker . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50

Isolation From Other Victims  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50

Casual and Friendly . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50

Close Friends, Sisterly . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50

Jealous and Competitive  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 51

Relationships With Others in the Life . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 51

Travel for Commercial Sex . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 52

Summary and Recommendations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 53

Chapter 9: Exiting the Life or Leaving a Trafficker . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .55
Barriers to Exit . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 55

Violence or Threats of Violence  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 56

Threats of Violence Against Loved Ones . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 56

Romantic $ttacKment to Trafficker  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57

Social Isolation and Lack of a Place to Go . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57

Traffickerȇs 3ossession oI 0oney or Ζmportant 3ossessions. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57

Physical Restraint or Lack of Permission to Leave  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 58

Proactive Attempts to Leave . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 58

Trigger to Leave: Extreme Violence . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 59

Trigger to Leave: Becoming Pregnant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 59

Trigger to Leave: Opportunity to Escape  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 59

Strategy to Leave: Use of Formal Services . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 60

Strategy to Leave: Use of Informal Supports . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 60

Strategy to /eaYe: Ζncapacitating tKe Trafficker . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 60

Passive, Circumstantial Leaving  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 61

Trafficker Ζs ΖncarcerateG . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 61

Survivor Is Incarcerated . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 61

Trafficker 'ies  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62

Trafficker EnGs RelationsKip . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62

Summary and Recommendations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62



E  Estimating Sex Trafficking in Sacramento County: Final Report - 2022

Chapter 10: Encounters With Law Enforcement . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .63
Nature of Law Enforcement Encounters . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 63

Victim Experiences With Law Enforcement  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 64

Positive Encounters With Law Enforcement . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 64

Negative Encounters With Law Enforcement . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 64

Impact of Arrest . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65

Screening Ior Sex Trafficking 9ictimi]ation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65

Summary and Recommendations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 67

Chapter 11: Barriers and Pathways to Services . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 68
Lack of Awareness . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 68

Barriers to Accessing Services . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 69

Pathways to Services . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 71

Summary and Recommendations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 71

Chapter 12: Survivor Experiences With Medical Care . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .72
Receipt of Medical Care . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 72

Summary and Recommendations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 74

Chapter 13: Survivor Experiences With Community Services . . . . . . .75
Service Availability and Receipt . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 75

Meeting Survivors’ Service Needs . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 76

Negative Service Experiences . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 76

Positive Service Outcomes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77

Provider Understanding of Trauma . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77

Reasons for Disengagement With Services  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 80

Summary and Recommendations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 80

Chapter 14: Summary and Key Recommendations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 81
Summary of Key Findings . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 82

Discussion and Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 84

References . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 85



F   Estimating Sex Trafficking in Sacramento County: Final Report - 2022



1  Estimating Sex Trafficking in Sacramento County: Final Report - 2022

The marketplace for commercial sex is complex, dynamic, and varied. Like all economies, the commercial 
sex market operates on the principles of supply and demand. While almost all individuals who contribute 
to tKe GemanG Ior commercial sex Go so Zillingly� tKere is signiȴcant Yariation in tKe Yoluntariness oI 
engagement in the sex industry for those who sell sex. The spectrum of willingness and personal agency 
among sex sellers in the United States is wide—from those working as voluntary sex workers to those 
who sell sex through limited or constrained circumstances to those engaging in survival sex to victims of 
sex trafficking� TKese experiences are also Gynamic� as people can moYe Irom one to anotKer oI tKese 
experiences (and back again) throughout their time in the sex industry. 

This study focuses exclusively on the nature and prevalence of sex trafficking, not other 
forms of violence or exploitation that may be experienced by those involved in commercial 
sex. Estimating the prevalence and understanding the experiences of people who meet the 
legal definition of sex trafficking victims has important implications for policy response. 
However, the authors wish to acknowledge that many other people involved in selling sex 
have experienced other forms of violence or exploitation related to their experience in the 
commercial sex market that are equally abhorrent and worthy of study and prevention.

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
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8nGerstanGing tKe preYalence oI sex trafficking among tKe EroaGer population oI tKose inYolYeG 
in tKe sex inGustry Kas Eeen a perennial Gata cKallenge ZitK proIounG conseTuences� Speciȴcally� 
our limiteG unGerstanGing tKe magnituGe oI tKe proElem Kampers eorts to appropriately create 
a strategic� coorGinateG� multisystem response� :itKout empirical Gata� eorts to Gisrupt trafficking 
or meet the needs of its survivors will be driven by public opinion—often either sensationalizing or 
disregarding—resulting in either too little intervention or too much. Data are also needed on the nature 
oI exploitation� recruitment anG entry into commercial sex� netZorks oI Yictims anG traffickers� anG 
surYiYor experiences ZitK serYices� among otKer issues� $nti-trafficking eorts are stymieG Ey tKis lack oI 
Gata to guiGe any strategic puElic KealtK or Mustice approacK to eectiYely tackling tKis issue�

Sex trafficking is GeȴneG� accorGing to 8�S� IeGeral laZ� as circumstances in ZKicK Ȋa commercial sex 
act is induced by force, fraud, or coercion, or in which the person induced to perform such act has 
not attaineG �� years oI ageȋ ��0�tK 8�S� Congress� 2000�� 'istinguisKing sex trafficking exploitation 
Irom otKer sex selling experiences can Ee Gifficult Ior laZ enIorcement� ȴrst responGers� KealtK care 
providers, laypersons, and researchers, and the distinction is important for the development of 
aGeTuate anG strategic responses tKat are aligneG ZitK tKe actual scope oI sex trafficking� 3reliminary 
researcK on strategies Ior estimating tKe preYalence oI Kuman trafficking Kas IounG tKat micro-leYel 
stuGies� IocuseG on a speciȴc target population in a clearly GeȴneG geograpKic region� are likely to Ee 
tKe most IeasiEle Ior calculating roEust estimates �%arrick 	 3Ieer� 202�� :eit]er� 20���� 

TKe purpose oI tKis stuGy is to estimate tKe preYalence oI sex trafficking exploitation among aGults ZKo 
trade or sell sex in Sacramento County. Additionally, this study is intended to better understand the 
nature anG tKe scope oI sex trafficking in Sacramento County anG to collect Gata capaEle oI inIorming 
a strategic� coorGinateG� multisystem response to sex trafficking tKat can Ee useIul Ior EotK preYention 
anG interYention eorts� 

The purpose of this study is to 
estimate the prevalence of sex 
trafficking exploitation among 
adults who trade or sell sex in 
Sacramento County. 
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CHAPTER 2
OVERVIEW OF HUMAN TRAFFICKING 
PREVALENCE RESEARCH

Since tKe passage oI tKe 9ictims oI Trafficking anG 9iolence 3rotection $ct in 2000� sex trafficking Kas 
received growing attention from policymakers, practitioners, researchers, philanthropic foundations, and 
tKe meGia� $ltKougK scKolarly researcK on trafficking Kas groZn� relatiYely IeZ stuGies KaYe attempteG to 
estimate its prevalence. This scarcity is likely due, at least in part, to methodological challenges in estimating 
the prevalence of hidden crimes. In the absence of empirical data, journalists and scholars may report on 
nonempirical ȴnGings or inappropriately extrapolate ȴnGings aEout a speciȴc population �e�g�� Komeless 
youth) that were not intended to provide a general prevalence estimate (Bales et al., 2020; Fedina, 2015; 
Franchino-Olsen et al., 2022). This practice is problematic because unreliable and inconsistent estimates 
leaG some to Tuestion ZKetKer sex trafficking is a mytK� or at least ZKetKer estimates are greatly inȵateG 
�FeGina� 20��� FrancKino-2lsen et al�� 2022� :eit]er� 20�0�� For example� :eit]er �20��� states� ȊTKe glaring 
evidentiary problems are so severe that even rough estimates of the worldwide magnitude of this hidden 
enterprise are GestineG to Ee Iatally ȵaZeG�ȋ 'ouEts aEout tKe reliaEilityȃor eYen creGiEilityȃoI trafficking 
estimates unGermine tKe eorts oI community-EaseG organi]ations tKat Zork ZitK tKis population� 
8nGerstanGing tKe scope oI sex trafficking is critical Ior strengtKening local anG national anti-trafficking 
responses. Reliable prevalence estimates can be used to inform the development of adequate and strategic 
responses to trafficking tKat are aligneG ZitK tKe scope oI tKe proElem� reliaEle estimates can also inIorm 
the appropriate allocation of resources. 

However, by itself, a prevalence estimate does not provide any information about what types of exploitation 
are experienced, how individuals were recruited for and entered commercial sex, whom they interact 
with, and what their experiences with law enforcement and service providers are. Empirical data on the 
experiences oI sex trafficking Yictims anG surYiYors are neeGeG to preYent Yictimi]ation� iGentiIy inGiYiGuals 
ZKo are Eeing Yictimi]eG� anG ensure tKat tKe proper serYices anG support are aYailaEle to eectiYely meet 
the needs of survivors. 
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Why is prevalence estimation difficult?

1umerous Iactors make Kuman trafficking preYalence estimation Gifficult� +uman trafficking is Gifficult 
to Geȴne anG operationali]e Ior researcK purposes� 0ost crimes� sucK as Eurglary anG sexual assault� 
are GeȴneG Ey inGiYiGual inciGents� KoZeYer� Kuman trafficking may inYolYe a series oI inciGents oYer 
time� <et� tKere is no stanGarG tKresKolG Ior Getermining ZKen tKese eYents Eecome trafficking �1ational 
$caGemies oI Sciences� 2020�� +uman trafficking is oIten a KiGGen crime� anG tKose Eeing exploiteG may 
be hard to reach with traditional survey sampling methods (Franchino-Olsen et al., 2022; Global Fund to 
End Modern Slavery, 2021). Probability samples, such as those used in household surveys, may not be 
IeasiEle or appropriate Ior estimating tKe preYalence oI sex trafficking� ZKicK is Gifficult to capture in tKe 
general population. The National Crime Victimization Survey, an annual household survey conducted by the 
%ureau oI -ustice Statistics� Goes not incluGe Tuestions aEout trafficking Yictimi]ation� 0oreoYer� exploiteG 
individuals may not see themselves as victims; even when they do, for a variety of reasons they may not 
disclose their victimization to law enforcement, service providers, or researchers (Franchino-Olsen et al., 
2022� 1ational $caGemies oI Sciences� 2020�� $ltKougK iGentiȴcation oI trafficking Yictimi]ation Ey laZ 
enforcement and service providers has improved over time, there is a recognition that additional training 
is ZarranteG �Farrell et al�� 20��� FrancKino-2lsen et al�� 2022�� TKus� official crime ȴgures Irom local laZ 
enforcement agencies and the Uniform Crime Reporting system represent undercounts of victimization 
(Durgana & van Dijk, 2021; Farrell et al., 2019; Tueller et al., 2021).

To overcome these challenges, researchers have applied innovative survey sampling and analytic methods 
to estimate tKe preYalence oI Kuman trafficking� For example� responGent-GriYen sampling �R'S� anG 
other forms of link-trace sampling rely on peer recruitment and chain referrals rather than an existing 
sampling Irame� TKese metKoGs inYolYe iGentiIying a set oI initial stuGy recruits� oIten reIerreG to as ȊseeGs�ȋ 
from the population of interest, who then refer additional people, who then also refer others, and so on. 
These methods are feasible only when the population of interest is socially connected and able to invite 
other eligible individuals. Another survey option is time-location sampling, which relies on approaching 
tKe population oI interest at speciȴc locations anG times ZKere tKey congregate� Time-location sampling 
Goes not rely on ȊseeGsȋ or otKer participants Ior recruitment� KoZeYer� it assumes tKat tKe population oI 
interest is likely to frequent or congregate at the same venue for work, errands, socialization, or some other 
activity. Other researchers have applied multiple systems estimation (MSE; also known as mark-recapture 
modeling), which is not a sampling strategy but rather examines the extent to which individuals are 
iGentiȴeG more tKan once in a primary Gata collection eort� 

Because sampling and surveying individuals is resource intensive 
and because MSE is a viable alternative that uses secondary data on 
knoZn trafficking Yictims Irom multiple sources� 0SE is groZing in 
popularity (Durgana & van Dijk, 2021). In short, a researcher using 
0SE compares tZo or more Gierent samples oI inGiYiGuals �in 
tKis case� oI tKose ZKo KaYe experienceG trafficking� anG examines 
the extent to which individuals are captured in more than one 
data source to estimate the total number of victims. However, 
because MSE relies on overlapping data sets of individuals who have 
experienceG trafficking� it assumes tKat YulneraEle inGiYiGuals are 
likely to be in contact with agencies or organizations that are aware 
of, and systematically maintain, their status as having experienced 
trafficking� EacK oI tKese approacKes Kas strengtKs anG Zeaknesses� 
so researchers must carefully consider which method is most 
appropriate anG IeasiEle Ior a giYen context �%arrick 	 3Ieer� 202�� 
Global Fund to End Modern Slavery, 2021). 
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What do we know about the prevalence of sex trafficking in the United 
States?

Given the complexities in research design, it is not surprising that there have been only 12 studies in the 
8niteG States tKat KaYe estimateG tKe preYalence oI sexual exploitation or trafficking to Gate �Table  2-1).  

Table  2-1. Summary of United States–Based Sex Trafficking Prevalence Studies

Author(s) Trafficking 
Type

Geographic 
Scope

Victim 
Age

Population 
Sampled

Sample 
Size

Data 
Sources

Estimation 
Strategy

Prevalence 
Estimate

Other Topics 
Explored

Greene et al. 
(1999)

Sex only Country Youth 
only

Runaway homeless 
youth

640 Survey 
(primary)

Probability 9.5% in shelter 
sample

Correlates of 
survival sex 

Edwards et 
al. (2006)

Sex only Country Youth 
only

Students, grades 
7–12

13,570 Survey 
(secondary)

Probability 3.5% in sample (n 
= 471 victims)

Correlates of 
commercial sex

Curtis et al. 
(2008)

Sex only City (New 
York)

Youth 
only

Youth involved in 
commercial sex 

329 Survey 
(primary)

Respondent-
driven 
sampling

3,946 victims CSEC 
experiences and 
needs of youth 
involved in 
commercial sex

Williamson 
et al. (2010)

Sex and 
labor 
combined

State (Ohio) Youth 
and 
adults

Foreign-born 
persons and 
American youth

None Census, prior 
research

Other 783 foreign-born 
victims of ST 
and LT; 1,078 
domestic minor 
victims of ST

Prevalence only

Busch-
Armendariz 
et al. (2016)

Sex and 
labor 
separately

State (Texas) Youth 
and 
adults

Presumed and 
identified victims, 
social service 
agencies

Varied Administrative, 
survey 
(primary)

Other 78,996 ST victims; 
234,457 LT 
victims

Economic 
impact of 
human 
trafficking 

Phillips 
(2017)

Sex only City (Kansas 
City)

Adults 
only

Persons 
arrested for 
commercial sexual 
exploitation–
related crimes 
(victims, buyers, 
facilitators)

403 Administrative MSE 2,830–3,275 
adults involved in 
commercial sex

Prevalence only

Bales et al. 
(2020)

Sex and 
labor 
combined

City (New 
Orleans–
Metairie)

Youth 
and 
adults

Known victims 185 Administrative MSE 650–1,600 
victims

Prevalence only

Farrell et al. 
(2019)

Sex only; sex 
and labor 
combined

City (1 
northeastern, 
1 western)

Youth 
and 
adults

Known victims 635 Administrative MSE 650–1,000 minor 
sex trafficking 
victims in 
northeastern 
city; 2,000–2,400 
human trafficking 
victims in western 
city

Law 
enforcement 
identification 
and 
classification 
of human 
trafficking cases

Anderson et 
al. (2019)

Sex and 
labor 
combined

State (Ohio) Youth 
and 
adults

Known victims 1,032 Administrative Other 1,032 victims Prevalence only

University 
of Georgia 
(2020)

Sex and 
labor 
separately

City (Atlanta 
metro)

Youth 
only

Homeless youth 641 Survey 
(primary)

MSE 19.9% 
experienced CSEC 
ever; 16.05% 
experienced CSEC 
while homeless

Risk factors for 
trafficking

Martin et al. 
(2020)

Sex only State 
(Minnesota)

Youth 
only

9th- and 11th-
graders

71,007 Survey 
(primary)

Probability 1.4% (n = 5,009) Prevalence only

Tueller et al. 
(2021)

Sex only State 
(Florida)

Youth 
only

Children 10+ 
who had been 
investigated by 
child welfare 
agency for 
maltreatment

296,167 Administrative MSE & 
mixture 
models for 
partially 
classified 
data

3.3%–7.16%, 
depending on 
method

Prevalence only

Note. CSEC, commercial sexual exploitation of children; LT, labor trafficking; MSE, multiple systems estimation; ST, sex trafficking.
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Prevalence of Sex Trafficking Among Minor Victims in the United States

1ine oI tKe prior �2 stuGies KaYe estimateG tKe preYalence oI sex trafficking among youtK in tKe 8niteG 
States. These studies varied in terms of geographic levels (including national, state, and local estimates) and 
estimation strategies. Five of the studies relied on survey methods, variously using traditional probability-
based samples (Edwards et al., 2006; Greene et al., 1999; Martin et al., 2020), RDS (Curtis et al., 2008), and 
MSE (University of Georgia, 2020); two used administrative data and applied MSE techniques (Farrell et al., 
2019; Tueller et al., 2021); two used novel, but less rigorous, approaches (Busch-Armendariz et al., 2016; 
Williamson et al., 2010); and one used a novel application of a machine learning mixture models for partially 
classiȴeG Gata to estimate oYerall preYalence �Tueller et al�� 202��� 

Three studies administered surveys to samples of youth using traditional probability samples. Greene et al. 
(1999) sampled shelters included in the National Household Survey on Drug Abuse to survey runaway and 
homeless youth about their experiences engaging in survival sex. They found that 9.5% of youth in shelters 
in the United States had engaged in survival sex. Edwards and colleagues (2006), analyzing data from the 
of the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, estimated that 3.5% of 7th- to 12th-graders had 
exchanged sex for money or drugs. In a triennial census of students in Minnesota schools (Minnesota 
School Survey), Martin et al. (2020) estimated that 1.4% of students in 9th and 11th grades in Minnesota 
had traded sex for money or something else of value. 

Using RDS, Curtis et al. (2008) interviewed 329 youth in New York City about their experience with their 
involvement in commercial sex. They estimated that 3,946 youth in the city were involved in the commercial 
sex. A team from the University of Georgia (2020) interviewed homeless youth in metropolitan Atlanta 
over three 10-day data collection periods. Using an MSE approach, the sampled youth could complete the 
surYey multiple times to Ȋcaptureȋ Guplicate responGents� 1early 20� oI tKe youtK reporteG experiencing 
commercial sexual exploitation over their lifetimes, and 16% while they were homeless. 

Farrell anG colleagues �20��� collecteG Gata on iGentiȴeG trafficking Yictims Irom nine agencies anG 
organizations in an unnamed northeastern city. Using MSE, they estimated that there were 650–1,000 
minor sex trafficking Yictims� 8sing a similar approacK� Tueller� *iEEs� anG .luckman �202�� analy]eG 
longitudinal administrative data on all children with maltreatment allegations in Florida between 2011 and 
20��� 8sing EotK 0SE anG mixture moGels Ior partially classiȴeG Gata to comEine inIormation Irom EotK 
knoZn anG likely Yictims �knoZn anG unknoZn classiȴcation statuses� respectiYely�� tKey estimateG tKat tKe 
preYalence oI sex trafficking in tKe cKilG ZelIare population ranges Irom ���� to ������

:illiamson anG colleagues �20�0� useG a noYel approacK to preYalence estimation� TKey ȴrst estimateG 
tKe numEer oI youtKs in 2Kio ZitK risk Iactors Ior sex trafficking �e�g�� Komelessness�� TKen tKey applieG 
estimateG percentages oI KoZ many at-risk youtKs KaG Eeen traffickeG anG useG census population Gata 
to arriYe at an estimate oI ��0�� Yictims oI Gomestic minor sex trafficking in 2Kio oYer tKe course oI a year� 
Using a similar approach, Busch-Armendariz et al. (2016) estimated the number of high-risk youths (e.g., 
those who had experienced child abuse) in Texas and used surveys of social service providers to estimate 
tKat 2�� oI tKese YulneraEle youtK Zere sex trafficking Yictims� $pplying tKat rate to tKe population si]e� 
tKey arriYeG at an estimate oI ������ minor sex trafficking Yictims in Texas�

Prevalence of Sex and Labor Trafficking Among Adult and Minor Victims

Six stuGies proGuceG estimates oI sex trafficking� laEor trafficking� or EotK among aGult or minor Yictims or 
EotK� TKese stuGies YarieG in terms oI tKe type oI trafficking incluGeG �i�e�� laEor� sex� or EotK�� population oI 
interest (i.e., youth, adults, or both), geographic level (state and city), and estimation methods. Three of the 
studies used MSE (Bales et al., 2020; Farrell et al., 2019; Phillips, 2017), and one combined individual-level 
administrative data on known victims with aggregate data on victimization (Anderson et al., 2019). 
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%ales anG colleagues �2020� collecteG aGministratiYe Gata on conȴrmeG Yictims oI Kuman trafficking �sex or 
laEor� Irom eigKt laZ enIorcement agencies anG nonproȴt organi]ations in tKe 1eZ 2rleans 0etropolitan 
Statistical $rea �0S$�� 8sing 0SE� tKey estimateG tKat tKere Zere ��0Ȃ���00 traffickeG people in tKe 1eZ 
2rleans 0S$ in 20��� 8sing Gata Irom ȴYe agencies anG organi]ations in an uniGentiȴeG Zestern 8�S� 
community� Farrell anG colleagues �20��� estimateG tKe preYalence oI Kuman trafficking to Ee 2�000Ȃ
2,400 victims. Although Phillips (2017) similarly used MSE techniques, her study focused more narrowly 
on commercial sexual exploitation among adults. She collected prostitution arrest records from 11 law 
enforcement agencies and estimated the prevalence of commercial sex in the Kansas City MSA to be 
between 2,830 and 3,275 adults. However, it is important to note that this estimate captures individuals 
ZKo are inYolYeG in commercial sex Eut not necessarily traffickeG�

Similar to an MSE approach, Anderson, Kulig, and Sullivan (2019) collected data from eight agencies 
anG organi]ations on knoZn sex anG laEor trafficking Yictims� ΖnsteaG oI assessing tKe oYerlap EetZeen 
individuals in these data sources, they de-duplicated the lists to identify the number of known victims and 
then incorporated those numbers with aggregate data to arrive at a prevalence estimate of 1,032 human 
trafficking Yictims in 2Kio�

Information Supplementing Prevalence Estimates

Six of the 12 prior studies focused primarily on estimating prevalence and, in some cases, describing 
demographic characteristics of victims (Anderson et al., 2019; Bales et al., 2020; Martin et al., 2020; Phillips, 
2017; Tueller et al., 2021; Williamson et al., 2010). The other six studies explored a variety of other topics, 
incluGing correlates anG risk Iactors� economic impact oI trafficking� laZ enIorcement iGentiȴcation anG 
classiȴcation oI trafficking cases� anG Getails aEout experiences oI minors in commercial sex �e�g�� entry� 
facilitators and buyers, interactions with law enforcement and service providers). These additional analyses 
Zere primarily TuantitatiYe� ZitK a smaller numEer oI stuGies proYiGing ricK TualitatiYe ȴnGings�

Three studies conducted additional quantitative analyses on the correlates and risk factors of involvement 
in commercial sex. For example, Greene and colleagues (1999) found that age, length of time as a runaway, 
victimization, criminal behavior, substance use, suicide attempts, sexually transmitted infections, and 
pregnancy were all correlated with survival sex among runaway and homeless youth. Similarly, Edwards 
et al. (2006) found that adolescents involved in commercial sex also engaged in other risky behaviors, 
including substance use, and may have experienced poor health outcomes (e.g., HIV). The University of 
Georgia (2020) found that demographic characteristics, sexual orientation, childhood trauma, and child 
ZelIare systems inYolYement Zere all risk Iactors Ior trafficking among Komeless youtK�
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In another quantitative study, Busch-Armandariz et al. (2016) attempted to measure prevalence as well 
as tKe economic impact oI Kuman trafficking on Texas� TKey useG surYeys Irom social serYice anG laZ 
enforcement agencies to quantify lifetime costs of law enforcement, prosecution, and social services for 
minor Yictims oI sex trafficking� ComEineG ZitK tKeir preYalence estimate� tKey estimateG tKat minor anG 
youtK sex trafficking costs tKe state oI Texas approximately ���� Eillion�

In a mixed-methods study, Farrell and colleagues (2019) generated prevalence estimates as part of a 
larger stuGy exploring KoZ local laZ enIorcement agencies classiIy Kuman trafficking cases in tKree 
communities� TKe stuGy inYolYeG examining Kuman trafficking case ȴles� interYieZing laZ enIorcement anG 
otKer stakeKolGers aEout KoZ trafficking cases are iGentiȴeG anG reporteG� anG using 0SE to estimate 
the number of victims in each community in order to assess the degree to which law enforcement data 
capture the population of victims in a community.

2nly one stuGy incluGeG semistructureG interYieZs ZitK sex trafficking Yictims to EotK estimate tKe 
preYalence oI trafficking anG explore otKer aspects oI Yictimsȇ experiences� Curtis anG colleagues 
(2008) sought to estimate the size, characteristics, experiences, and service needs of the New York City 
population of children who were commercially sexually exploited. They asked about entry into the market; 
engaging the market; earnings; pimps, facilitators, and customers; experiences with violence; arrest; health 
anG suEstance aEuse� interactions ZitK youtK serYice agencies� anG reȵections on ȊtKe liIeȋ anG Iuture 
expectations.

What additional research is necessary to understand the prevalence 
of sex trafficking in the United States and inform a coordinated 
response?

$s GescriEeG aEoYe� tKe existing researcK on sex trafficking preYalence in tKe 8niteG States Kas YarieG 
greatly in geographic focus, populations of interest, study design, and supplemental information gathered. 
$ltKougK tKese stuGies KaYe laiG tKe IounGation Ior unGerstanGing tKe scope oI Kuman trafficking in 
the United States, the estimates cannot be applied to other areas, populations, or time periods. To 
aGeTuately inIorm a coorGinateG� community response to sex trafficking� IocuseG stuGies are neeGeG to 
truly understand the scope and nature of the problem. For example, estimates of prevalence across large 
geograpKic areas may oEscure Gierences at tKe local leYel �i�e�� some communities may Ee more aecteG 
tKan otKers�� Similarly� estimates tKat comEine sex anG laEor trafficking Zill not proYiGe aGeTuate nuance 
aEout tKe nature oI tKe proElem� as trafficking in Gierent inGustries �e�g�� sex� agriculture� construction� 
hospitality) may vary greatly within a community. 

What do we need beyond a prevalence estimate to better respond to 
trafficking?

Estimating tKe numEer oI trafficking Yictims anG surYiYors is critically important in gauging KoZ large tKe 
response may neeG to Ee �e�g�� capacity oI anti-trafficking aGYocates to reacK all oI tKose in neeG� leYels 
of funding needed). However, the estimate alone does not provide any context or nuance around the 
nature oI exploitation� recruitment anG entry into commercial sex� netZorks oI Yictims anG traffickers� 
and experiences with law enforcement and service providers. These issues are all central to determining 
ZKat type oI response is neeGeG to preYent inGiYiGuals Irom Eeing traffickeG in tKe ȴrst place� iGentiIy 
individuals who are being victimized, and provide the proper services and supports for individuals after 
trafficking Kas occurreG� 
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How does this study contribute to improving the response to 
trafficking?

TKis stuGy seeks to estimate tKe preYalence oI sex trafficking in Sacramento County anG gatKer more 
contextual information about the lived experience of victims and survivors to both inform the local 
response anG compare estimates across Gierent Gata types anG estimation strategies�

TKe preYalence oI sex trafficking Kas Eeen estimateG 
at the national (n = 2), state (n = 5), and local (n = 5) 
levels.

This is the first study to 
estimate the prevalence 
of sex trafficking in a 
California community.

Studies also vary in their population of interest. Minor 
victims are a primary focus, with 11 of these 12 studies 
having included youth; six studies included adults in 
tKeir sample� +oZ trafficking is operationali]eG also 
Yaries� seYen stuGies IocuseG only on sex trafficking� 
four provided a combined prevalence estimate for 
sex anG laEor trafficking� anG tZo proYiGeG separate 
preYalence estimates Ior sex anG laEor trafficking� 
Moreover, most studies focus on a narrow population 
(e.g., homeless youth or students). 

This is the first sex 
trafficking prevalence 
study set in the United 
States that includes 
adults.1   

Study methods, data sources, and estimation strategies 
have also varied widely across studies. To estimate 
prevalence, the studies reported here included 
administrative or other secondary data (n = 7) and 
survey or interview data (n = 6). The number of study 
participants ranged from 185 to nearly 300,000. 
Estimation strategies included MSE (n = 5), probability 
samples (n = 3), network samples (n = 1), and other 
novel approaches (n = 3). 

This is the first 
prevalence study in the 
United States that has 
separately estimated 
the total number of 
sex trafficking victims 
and the number of 
minor victims in the 
same geography using 
different analytic 
strategies. 

Ζn aGGition to estimating tKe numEer oI sex trafficking 
victims, this study included semistructured interviews 
with individuals with lived experience in commercial 
sex who had worked under the direction of a third 
party �e�g�� pimp� or ZKo iGentiȴeG as KaYing Eeen 
traffickeG� TKese interYieZs supplementeG ZKat Ze 
learned from the prevalence estimate to provide a 
broader understanding of the nature of exploitation and 
experiences of survivors. 

Collectively, the 
prevalence estimates 
and the rich qualitative 
interview data laid 
a strong foundation 
for developing 
recommendations 
for responding to 
commercial sexual 
exploitation and 
trafficking in a 
coordinated, strategic 
manner.

1 The other studies reported here that included adults either focused on commercial sex generally (not sex trafficking) or provided a 
combined sex and labor trafficking prevalence estimate.
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CHAPTER 3
STUDY DESIGN

Participatory Action Research Approach

This study used a participatory action research (PAR) approach. This approach is characterized by ongoing 
anG meaningIul inYolYement in tKe researcK process Ey community memEers ZKo are aecteG Ey a 
particular social issue or topic pertinent to the research (Reason & Bradbury, 2008; Stringer, 2014). It is 
an approach well suited to working with hidden, marginalized, and stigmatized communities (Jumarali et 
al�� 202��� 3$R oers numerous Eeneȴts to EotK tKe community memEers inYolYeG anG to tKe rigor anG 
applicability of the research project. For community members, a PAR approach can provide meaningful 
leadership and professional development opportunities (Jumarali et al., 2021). Guided by and informed by 
community members’ expertise and perspective, research projects using a PAR approach can overcome 
traditional sampling challenges with hard-to-reach populations; they can improve sampling design and 
recruitment of potential research participants (Gerassi et al., 2017; Martin, 2013). Furthermore, PAR 
projects are noted for their direct applicability to local concerns or issues in the community (Stringer, 2014).

This study involved a practitioner-researcher partnership. The project management was led by the 
Sacramento nonproȴt Community $gainst Sexual +arm �C$S+�� TKe otKer proMect partners Zere 
RTI International and the Institute for Social Research (ISR) at Sacramento State University. CASH was 
responsible for managing the project, conducting interviews, and soliciting data for the MSE. RTI planned 
and designed the study, created data collection instruments, analyzed quantitative and qualitative data, and 
oYersaZ reporting anG GeliYeraEles� ΖSR manageG R'S recruitment anG transcriptions anG Ge iGentiȴeG all 
data before analysis. As a local service provider with extensive experience working with people involved in 
commercial sex, CASH also convened and facilitated a monthly Survivor Advisory Council (SAC) composed 
of nine members who provided expert guidance on the research project, guiding the overall research 
direction early in the project and then focusing on the RDS component of this project (described below). 
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$ltKougK prior researcK on sex trafficking Kas useG a 3$R approacK� tKis is tKe ȴrst stuGy tKat Kas inYolYeG 
surYiYors as interYieZers� Selection criteria Ior Eeing on tKe S$C incluGeG KaYing Eeen traffickeG� KaYing 
pKysical anG emotional staEility to regularly attenG meetings tKat Giscuss sex trafficking� anG KaYing interest 
in contributing actively to the group. CASH used its professional and personal networks to identify and 
invite people who met these criteria. All invited members agreed to participate. SAC meetings were held 
in person at C$S+ȇs office� aGKering to C$S+ȇs anG county anG state C29Ζ'-�� manGates anG precautions� 
C$S+ compensateG all participants ���0 Ior eacK meeting attenGeG anG proYiGeG meals� 3articipation 
was voluntary and optional, and SAC members could choose to discontinue their membership at any time. 
Racial composition oI tKe group incluGeG ȴYe %lack Zomen� tKree ZKite Zomen� anG one-mixeG race 1atiYe 
American woman. 

TKe S$C met montKly Irom -une 2020 tKrougK -une 2022� 0eeting topics incluGeG iGentiȴcation anG 
prioritization of interview topics, question wording, methods and locations for outreach, review of the 
TualitatiYe coGeEook� interpretation oI tKe ȴnGings� Gissemination goals� anG GeErieȴng tKe processes 
throughout. The meetings were facilitated by the Executive Director of CASH and the Director of 
2perations� a Kuman trafficking surYiYor aGYocate�

CASH also integrated its own peer advocacy model into this PAR study. Any SAC member who wished to 
conduct outreach, interviews, or both was hired as a research assistant and trained by ISR on interviewing 
and outreach techniques. Research assistants were able to access an in-house therapist throughout 
the outreach and interview process, if needed. Six individuals participated in outreach activities, and 
six participated in interviewing. In this way, all outreach and interviews were led by people with lived 
experience in commercial sex� sex trafficking� or EotK�

Mixed-Methods Approach 

PRIMARY OBJECTIVES OF THIS STUDY 
1.	 Estimate the prevalence of sex trafficking in Sacramento County
2.	 Better understand the nature and scope of sex trafficking in Sacramento County
3.	 Provide data capable of informing a strategic, coordinated, multisystem response to

prevent and respond to sex trafficking and the commercial sexual exploitation of people
in Sacramento County.2

Given that the objectives of this study include generating a prevalence estimate as well as developing a 
Geeper unGerstanGing oI tKe liYeG experience oI people ZKo KaYe Eeen traffickeG Ior sex� tKis stuGy useG 
a mixed-methods design. Mixed-methods research, which typically combines quantitative and qualitative 
approaches, is often used for broadening the depth of understanding of a topic and for corroboration, or 
triangulation� oI ȴnGings �-oKnson et al�� 20���� 

The use of mixed methods is needed to address our research aims. We used MSE, which relies on multiple 
sources oI aGministratiYe Gata� to estimate tKe preYalence oI sex trafficking in Sacramento County Irom 
20�� tKrougK 2020� $GGitionally� Ze interYieZeG sex trafficking Yictims in Sacramento County using an 
RDS design to gather more contextual information about their exploitation. We initially planned to use the 
interviews to generate a second prevalence estimate, which requires sampling from the broader population 
of individuals who sell or trade sex (i.e., people who have worked independently and were not forced to give 
some or all oI tKeir earnings to a tKirG party�� +oZeYer� Ze GeciGeG it ZoulG Ee more Eeneȴcial to prioriti]e 
interviewing victims and survivors to better understand their lived experiences and needs. Their perspective 
is critical in developing recommendations to improve the response to commercial sexual exploitation and 
sex trafficking tKat Zill Ee eectiYe in aGGressing tKeir neeGs�

2 The study was reviewed by three institutional review boards: RTI, ISR, and Sterling. The study was also protected by a certificate of 
confidentiality issued by the National Institutes of Health.
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Administrative Data

MSE uses the overlap in multiple incomplete lists of individuals to estimate the total number of individuals 
ZKo are memEers in tKe lists� Ȋ2Yerlapȋ means tKat inGiYiGuals coulG Ee oEserYeG in more tKan one 
list (e.g., they had interactions with law enforcement and with one or more victim service providers). 
ȊΖncompleteȋ inGicates tKat no one list exKaustiYely Gocuments all trafficking Yictims� TKese metKoGs arose 
from work in ecology, in which animals were captured, tagged, and recaptured and the total population 
si]e Zas estimateG Ior tKe recaptures� $s an alternatiYe to Ȋrecaptures�ȋ multiple lists ZitK oYerlap are 
typically used in human populations. MSE is often applied to human research when usual research 
methods such as random sampling are unlikely to work as expected. The current application looked at 
lists oI inGiYiGuals iGentiȴeG as sex trafficking Yictims Irom Gata collecteG Irom 20�� tKrougK 2020 in 
Sacramento� 2ur researcK team iGentiȴeG local agencies anG organi]ations tKat migKt KaYe aGministratiYe 
Gata ZitK inIormation aEout people ZKo KaYe experienceG sex trafficking� incluGing Yictim serYice proYiGers� 
community health providers, law enforcement and other criminal justice–related agencies, and others. We 
then approached these various organizations about this study and inquired about whether their records 
Zere sucK tKat tKey coulG proYiGe a list oI knoZn sex trafficking Yictims�

0aintaining tKe conȴGentiality oI inGiYiGuals on tKese lists Zas paramount� RatKer tKan reTuesting or 
collecting any personally iGentiȴaEle inIormation aEout sex trafficking Yictims Irom agencies tKat Zere 
eligible and willing to contribute information to this study, we asked that agencies instead provide a list of 
Yictims using meta-attriEutes to create a uniTue iGentiȴer in lieu oI proYiGing names or otKer iGentiIying 
Getails� TKese uniTue iGentiȴers Zere createG using selecteG initials anG Gigits Irom EirtKGates tKat coulG 
not Ee linkeG Eack to inGiYiGuals� $s ZitK prior Kuman trafficking preYalence stuGies in otKer geograpKic 
regions in tKe 8niteG States �see� Ior example� Farrell et al�� 20���� tKe uniTue iGentiȴers Zere sufficiently 
detailed to allow for matching across administrative lists. It is important to note that the requests for 
data came from a member of our research team who is herself the director of a local community-based 
aGYocacy organi]ation� a trusteG anG knoZn ȴgure in tKe local anti-trafficking community� 

We approached 14 agencies to contribute administrative data to this study. In total, nine organizations—
three criminal justice agencies, three direct service providers, two child welfare agencies, and one health 
care organi]ationȃproYiGeG lists oI uniTue iGentiȴers representing knoZn sex trafficking Yictims Irom 20�� 
through 2020. One direct service provider was unable to provide data for the study because of data sharing 
restrictions placed on recipients of funding under the Violence Against Women Act. Two other service 
proYiGers ZKo primarily Zork ZitK otKer populations anG serYe only a small numEer oI sex trafficking 
victims did not contribute data. One small law enforcement agency and another criminal justice agency that 
has records on juveniles involved in commercial sex were unable to provide data in time for analysis. 

TKe iGentiȴcation oI sex trafficking Yictimi]ation YarieG across tKe Gata proYiGers anG tKe YariaEles tKey 
KaG storeG� /aZ enIorcement agencies Zere instructeG to extract all cases inYestigateG as sex trafficking 
as Zell as cases oI prostitution anG pimping or panGering tKat incluGeG inGicators oI trafficking in tKe 

Maintaining the confidentiality 
of known sex trafficking victim 
lists was paramount. 
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incident report (e.g., threat of or actual physical or nonphysical harm, 
demeaning or demoralizing the victim, disorienting, and depriving the 
victim of alternatives). The other data providers included all cases of sex 
trafficking Yictims EaseG on tKeir agencyȇs Geȴnition oI trafficking anG its 
trafficking screening proceGure� TKe screening processes YarieG in rigor� 
tKey incluGeG cKecklists oI trafficking inGicators� caseZorker screening� 
Commercial Sexual ExploitationȃΖGentiȴcation �CSE-Ζt� Tool� anG Yictim 
selI-iGentiȴcation� 

MSE Analytic Strategy

TKe ȴrst step ZKen conGucting 0SE is Getermining ZKetKer tKe Gata 
represent an open or closed population. An open population is one 
that members can enter and exit during the study period (sometimes 
multiple times); it requires repeated observations of individuals with 
the same capture method (or list). A closed population is one for which 
individuals were considered members at any time during the study; 
it requires multiple independent lists. The primary analyses used in 
the report used closed population models. For the lists from the two 
child welfare organizations, repeated observations were available, and 
an open population model was used to reanalyze data in this subset 
of 696 children after restructuring the data such that the columns 
corresponded years from 2014 to 2020. 

TKe closeG population 0SE moGels Zere ȴt using tKe 
estimatepopulation.0() function of the SparseMSE (Chan et al., 2019a) 
R package (R Core Team, 2021), using the stepwise procedure of Chan 
et al� �20��E��� TKe open population moGel Zas ȴt using tKe openp�� 
function of the Rcapture (Rivest & Baillargeon, 2019) R package. 

Semistructured Interview Data

In addition to collecting administrative data, this study team also 
interYieZeG a sample oI sex trafficking Yictims anG surYiYors in 
Sacramento. The interviews were intended to gather additional 
inIormation aEout tKe nature oI sex trafficking anG experiences oI sex 
trafficking Yictims anG surYiYors in tKe county� TKe population eligiEle to 
participate in interviews included English- and Spanish-speaking adults 
who had engaged in commercial sex under the direction of a third party 
in Sacramento County within the past 5 years. 

To understand the nature of commercial sexual exploitation in 
Sacramento County, we included a series of questions derived from 
the Action-Means-Purpose (A-M-P) model, developed by the Polaris 
Project (2012), to describe the types of exploitation participants 
experienced . The A-M-P model establishes that a perpetrator acted 
(whether by inducing, recruiting, harboring, transporting, or obtaining) 
to exploit a person (by means of force, fraud, or coercion) for the 
purpose oI commercial sex �sex trafficking� or otKer laEor or serYices 
�laEor trafficking�� 4uestions aEout types oI exploitation experienceG 
Zere ZorGeG to elicit a Ȋyesȋ or Ȋnoȋ response� anG many interYieZees 
provided more narrative detail about their experience.

NATURE OF 
EXPLOITATION

Did you know 
when you started working 
Ior tKem"

Did others work for 
>TR$FFΖC.ER�s�@"

How would you describe 
[TRAFFICKER(s)]’s network 
of family, friends, and other 
associates"

+oZ GiG you ȴt into 
>TR$FFΖC.ER�s�@ȇs netZork"

At any point during or 
after you worked for 
[TRAFFICKER(s)], did you try 
to access any services such 
as these available in the 
community"

Did you feel like there were 
services available in the 
community to meet your 
neeGs"

Did you feel like service 
providers that you met with 
understood any trauma that 
youȇG experienceG"

At any point, have you 
been stopped, cited, or 
arrested by the police for 
prostitution"

Has COVID-19 changed 
anything about your 
experience ZitK sex Zork"

[TRAFFICKER(s)]
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These semistructured interviews were also intended to gather 
contextual  information to better understand the nature and scope of 
sex trafficking in Sacramento� :itK input Irom tKe S$C� anG ZitK tKe 
goal of learning more about topics that can inform the local response 
to trafficking� tKe researcK team GetermineG tKat tKe interYieZs sKoulG 
include questions geared toward establishing a deeper understanding 
oI participantsȇ recruitment into sex trafficking� tKe netZorks oI EotK 
sex trafficking surYiYors anG tKeir traffickers� surYiYor experiences ZitK 
services in the community, strategies for navigating an exit from sex 
trafficking scenarios� encounters ZitK laZ enIorcement� anG tKe impact 
of COVID-19 on the commercial sex market. 

CONTEXTUAL  
INFORMATION 

Worked under the control 
of another person

Work in sex trade was not 
voluntary

Did not know they would be 
doing sex work

Did not feel free to leave

Physical or sexual violence 
against them or someone 
they cared about

9iolence inȵicteG on 
someone else in front of 
them

Emotional abuse or 
coercion

Threats of something bad 
happening to someone they 
care about

Threats of deportation or 
law enforcement

Conȴscation oI iGentiȴcation 
documents

Restricted communication 
with or ability to visit family 
or friends

Surveillance in living space 
or while working

Compensation withheld

Threats of harm to 
reputation

Recruitment: Respondent-Driven Sampling

Interview participants were recruited using RDS, which relies on 
social link tracing to sample hidden or hard-to-reach populations. 
The RDS recruitment process is designed to use the social networks 
connecting members of the target population (Crawford et al., 2018). 
For this study, we began with a number of seed participants who were 
recruited because they were believed to have robust social networks 
of other people involved in commercial sex in or around Sacramento 
County� EacK oI tKese participants Zas paiG ��0 Ior participating in a 
semistructured interview. At the end of the interview, each participant 
was given three coupons with unique referral codes to share with 
other people in their social networks who met the eligibility criteria 
for the study (English- or Spanish-speaking adults who had engaged 
in commercial sex under the direction of a third party in Sacramento 
County within the past 5 years). Participants were asked to recruit up to 
three other people to participate in the study using these coupons and 
inIormeG tKat tKey ZoulG receiYe an aGGitional �2� Ior eacK person ZKo 
completed an interview. Individuals who recruited the maximum of three 
people Zere giYen an aGGitional �2�� TKose recruiteG participants tKen 
recruited others from their social networks to participate in the study. 
In this way, RDS uses existing social networks to identify and recruit 
members of the target population for inclusion in the study. While similar 
to snowball sampling, RDS uses an incentivized process that also limits 
the number of recruits by each study participant in an attempt to ensure 
broad representation across the target study population.3  
3 In nearly all cases, we limited the number of referrals to three. However, exceptions were made 

to reach subpopulations that are particularly hard to find (e.g., men and transgender individuals).
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3articipants coulG recruit otKers eitKer Ey GistriEuting paper reIerral coupons �ZKicK incluGeG a 4R coGe 
that, when scanned with a smart phone, brought up a toll-free number associated with the study) or by 
texting pictures oI tKe reIerral coupons to otKer people in tKeir netZorks� TKe toll-Iree line Zas staeG Ey 
research team members who could screen callers for inclusion in the study. When a potential participant 
reached a member of the research team via the toll-free number, they were asked to provide the unique 
referral code from their coupon, and then asked a series of simple questions to establish their eligibility for 
the study. 

THESE QUESTIONS INCLUDED THE FOLLOWING:
1.	 What is your age?
2.	 Have you traded sex for money or something of value, such as a place to stay,

transportation, food, or anything else?
a.	 If yes, when?
b.	 If yes, where?

If a participant met the participation criteria, we further probed about whether they had given some or 
all tKeir money to a tKirG party in an eort to prioriti]e interYieZs ZitK tKose ZKo KaG Eeen exploiteG� 
Participants were then given the option of scheduling an interview. Initially, all interviews were planned 
to occur Iace-to-Iace� Eut to oEserYe C29Ζ' protocols anG to increase ȵexiEility Ior participants� Ze also 
oereG Yirtual interYieZs Yia =oom� 3articipants Zere askeG to Ering tKeir recruitment coupon or to proYiGe 
their recruitment coupon code at the time of the interview. 

Data Collection

%eIore Ze Eegan an interYieZ� Ze collecteG YerEal consent Irom participants in an eort to maintain 
anonymity. Interviewers either read or played a video of the informed consent form to participants and 
oereG an oYerYieZ oI tKe stuGy� proceGures� contact inIormation Ior IurtKer Tuestions aEout tKe proMect� 
and a copy of the consent information. From September 2021 through March 2022, we conducted 159 
interYieZs� TKe Yast maMority Zere conGucteG Iace-to-Iace� IeZer tKan �0 Zere conGucteG Yia =oom� $ll 
interviews followed a semistructured interview format, and with the permission of participants, interviews 
were recorded. 

At the conclusion of interviews, participants were given three coupons, each with a unique recruitment 
code linked back to that participant, and instructions about recruiting additional participants. With these 
recruitment instructions, the interviewer also explained that participants could call the study telephone 
numEer to ȴnG out ZKetKer tKeir inYiteG IrienGs anG colleagues KaG completeG tKeir interYieZs� so tKey 
ZoulG knoZ ZKetKer tKey Zere Gue any compensation Ior tKe recruitment eorts� ΖI tKey Zere� tKey coulG 
arrange to collect the additional recruitment compensation. Compensation was distributed via cash, Cash 
App, or PayPal.

Interview Data Processing and Preparation

Recorded interviews were transcribed using an automated transcription service. A team member reviewed 
the transcripts for accuracy, cleaned and edited any inaccuracies, and redacted any identifying information. 
TKe Ge-iGentiȴeG transcripts Zere tKen TualitatiYely analy]eG�

A quantitative data set, including the referral chain information from the RDS and responses to closed-
ended questions, was also developed. During interviews, interviewers recorded responses to the questions 
tKat may Ee ansZereG ZitK a Ȋyesȋ or Ȋno�ȋ sucK as tKe types oI exploitation participants KaG experienceG� 
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on a paper instrument. This information was then entered into a spreadsheet that was later reviewed 
by the qualitative analysis team. Because the interviews were conversational, additional information, 
clariȴcation� or caYeats to a Giscrete response coulG Ee incluGeG in tKe Iull transcript� To ȴll in any 
missing responses and ensure the accuracy of the data entry, members of the qualitative research team 
conȴrmeG tKe responses to tKese Tuestions Guring tKe process oI coGing tKe transcripts� ΖI tKe response 
or aGGitional Getail in tKe transcript clearly conȵicteG ZitK tKe original response� tKe YariaEle Zas recoGeG� 
If the response seemed unclear, a secondary review was requested from the qualitative coding team and 
consensus Zas reacKeG� 2tKer TuantiȴaEle inIormation Irom tKe interYieZsȃincluGing GemograpKics� 
network size, market sectors (e.g., street, online, agencies), and interactions with law enforcement (e.g., 
arrest� screening Ior trafficking�ȃZas also entereG into tKe Gata set�

Qualitative Analysis Strategy

4ualitatiYe Gata Zere analy]eG using 4SR 19iYo� a TualitatiYe coGing soItZare� $ coGing system Zas 
estaElisKeG EaseG on ��� GescriEing tKe nature oI sex trafficking exploitation oI participants anG �2� 
Eetter unGerstanGing recruitment anG entry into commercial sex� netZorks oI Yictims anG traffickers� anG 
experiences with law enforcement and service providers. Research team members met regularly to review 
and revise the codebook during initial qualitative analysis. Additionally, to ensure interrater reliability, 
before individual coding began, all members of research team involved in qualitative analysis coded several 
interviews simultaneously and then met to discuss any discrepancies and to establish processes for areas 
of disagreement. 

Quantitative Analytic Strategy

TKe Gata set GeYelopeG anG reȴneG tKrougK coGing tKe transcripts Zas importeG into R� a statistical analysis 
program, for data cleaning and analysis. All analyses were descriptive. Counts and means or frequencies 
were calculated for all the variables in the data set, such as the number and types of exploitation 
experienced. Crosstabs were also calculated to explore variation across demographic characteristics.
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CHAPTER 4
PREVALENCE ESTIMATES

Key to measuring prevalence using multiple systems estimation 
(MSE) is identifying how many times an individual appears on 
more than one administrative list provided by agencies that 
regularly interact with the target population. Nine lists include 
EotK minor anG aGult sex trafficking Yictims Irom 20�� tKrougK 
2020. Table 4-1 summarizes this overlap, or the number of 
times individuals appeared in the lists, and Table 4-2 shows 
the number of individuals who appeared on each list. As 
expected, the vast majority of individuals appeared in only 
one of the nine lists; at maximum, two individuals appeared on 
ȴYe lists� 

For tKe open population moGel ȴt to all nine lists oI minor anG 
adult victims, the estimated population size was N = 13,079, 
ZitK a ��� conȴGence interYal �CΖ� oI ����� to ������� Ζn otKer 
ZorGs� aEout ���000 minors anG aGults traffickeG Ior sex 
at some point during the period 2015–2020 in Sacramento 
County. This does not mean 13,000 individuals are currently 
being victimized. It is also important to note that the length of 
time tKat Yictims Zere traffickeG Yaries� sucK tKat some may 
KaYe Eeen traffickeG Ior a couple Gays Guring tKis perioG anG 
others for the entire 6-year data collection period. Because 
oI tKe Yariation in lengtK oI trafficking exploitation� Ze cannot 
use this estimate to determine the number of victims in a 
single year or day.

Table 4-1. Number of Lists in Which 
Minor and Adult Victims Appeared

 # of Lists Freq %

1 1,115 82.23

2 190 14.01

3 43 3.17

4 6 0.44

5 2 0.15

Total 1,356 100.00

Table 4-2. Frequencies by Data Source

List # %

A 153 11.28

B 94 6.94

C 139 10.25

D 629 46.39

E 272 20.06

F 134 9.88

G 31 2.29

H 24 1.77

I 182 13.42

Total 1,356 100.00
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Although we did not receive individual-level data from two criminal justice agencies, they were able to 
provide aggregate numbers on cases. One source, which has data on the commercial sexual exploitation 
of minors, reported a total of 242 cases. The other source included eight victims in cases that were 
inYestigateG as Kuman trafficking� $s GescriEeG in CKapter �� tKree Girect serYice proYiGers in tKe area GiG 
not provide individual or aggregate data. Although we do not know their exact number of cases, we expect 
that they have relatively few because they primarily serve other populations. None of these cases were 
included in the prevalence estimates. 

TKis analysis IurtKer suggests tKat tKere are ���2 times more Yictims tKan Zere iGentiȴeG Ey laZ 
enforcement and service providers.

* This estimate is based on data provided by 9 organizations 
that interfaced with sex trafficking victims

For more information, visit https://www.rti.org/impact/
estimating-sex-trafficking-in-sacramento-county

Proportion of total sex trafficking 
victims identified

This study examining the prevalence 
of sex trafficking in Sacramento County

estimates that there were 

13,079 sex trafficking victims 
between 2015 and 2020.

This analysis suggests that a great majority of 
these victims may go unidentified. There are

11.2 times more victims
in the County than are identified by 

law enforcement or service providers.
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A topic that has not yet been studied in the MSE literature is how sensitive MSE estimates are to the 
inclusion or exclusion oI Gierent lists� 2ne likely reason impeGing tKis type oI researcK is tKat most stuGies 
that use MSE draw on a very small number of lists (a notable exception is Bales et al. [2020], who reported 
using eight lists with a total n = 172). A comprehensive simulation study is needed to evaluate MSE estimate 
sensitivity to list inclusion, exclusion, and patterns of overlap between included or excluded lists. 

Summary and Recommendations

:e IounG tKat IeZer tKan �� oI minor anG aGult sex trafficking Yictims in Sacramento County Zere knoZn 
to law enforcement or service providers for the 6-year study period of 2015–2020. This estimate is based 
on Gata proYiGeG Ey nine agencies anG organi]ations tKat regularly interact ZitK sex trafficking Yictims anG 
surYiYors� 0any Yictims are not reacKing out Ior Kelp� iI tKey Go� tKey may not Ee iGentiȴeG as Yictims� TKere 
is clearly room to Eetter iGentiIy anG serYe Yictims oI sex trafficking� Ζn tKe cKapters tKat IolloZ� aGGitional 
information is provided about victims’ lived experiences and service needs that help inform the best way 
to Eetter support tKem� For GetaileG recommenGations on improYing tKe response to sex trafficking� see 
Chapter 14.

Table 4-3. Number of Times Minor 
Victims Were Detected, 2014–2020

 # of Years Freq %

1 597 82.23

2 74 14.01

3 21 3.17

4 4 0.44

Total 696 100

Table 4-3 summarizes the repeated detections of minor 
victims for the data used in the closed population model, which 
estimated a population size of 1,610 with a 95% CI of 1,576 to 
������ Ζn otKer ZorGs� aEout ���00 minors Zere traffickeG Ior 
sex at some point during 2014 and 2020. Because this analysis 
included only two of the nine data sets used above and relies 
on a Gierent analytic moGel� tKe total estimate anG estimate 
for minor victims cannot be compared (i.e., the number of 
adult victims cannot be derived by subtracting the estimate for 
minors from the total estimate).
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CHAPTER 5
CHARACTERISTICS OF INTERVIEWEES 
AND THEIR NETWORKS 

Sample Description

To provide a reliable and rich description of the experiences of individuals involved in commercial sex 
who worked for a third party in Sacramento County, we recruited a sample of 159 interviewees using 
respondent-driven sampling (RDS). One interview was discarded because the responses were incoherent 
anG coulG not Ee reliaEly coGeG� :e report on tKe ȴnGings Irom tKe remaining ��� interYieZs� SeYenty-
one individuals were initial recruits, or seeds, and 87 were subsequent recruits. Figure 5-1 illustrates the 
sample based on the coupon referrals (the seeds are represented by blue circles and the recruits are 
representeG in golG�� TKis type oI ȴgure� calleG a netZork plot� Kas circles �or noGes� to represent inGiYiGuals 
and lines with arrows (or edges) showing the direction of referrals. These plots can display additional 
information in the circles by using a set of colors to represent a discrete characteristic (e.g., race) or a color 
spectrum to represent a continuous characteristic (e.g., age). Figure 5-1 shows that many referral chains 
GiG not take o� as sKoZn Ey seeGs tKat are not connecteG to otKers� 2tKers Zere Tuite proGuctiYe� ZitK 
tKe longest extenGing Ior ȴYe ZaYes� TKere are numerous potential explanations Ior ZKy some reIerral 
chains were successful and others were not. Some seed participants simply may not have provided referral 
coupons to others (e.g., they may not be well networked with others involved in commercial sex, or they 
may not feel that compensation for their participation was adequate); some recruits who received the 
coupons may have chosen not to participate (e.g., they may be distrustful of researchers, or they may fear 
tKat tKeir traffickers ZoulG ȴnG out�� 
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Figure 5-1. Sample Network Based on Coupon Referrals 
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As shown in Table 5-1, the resulting sample included a group of individuals diverse in age, race, and 
ethnicity. The mean age at the time of the interview was 36, with a range from 18 to 64. The mean age when 
participants ȴrst solG or traGeG sex Zas 20� ZitK a range Irom � to ��� TKis ZiGe range oI entry ages aGGs 
to the literature challenging the prominent myth that the average age of entry to sex work is 12–14 years 
(Cronley et al., 2016; Footer et al., 2020; Hickle & Roe-Sepowitz, 2016).

Table 5-1. Interviewee Demographic Characteristics

Characteristic Number Percent or mean

Age at interview 18–64 35.8

Age first engaged in commercial sex 1–49 20.3

Gender

     Female 149 94.3

     Male 8 5

     Transgender 1 0.63

Race

     White only 20 12.7

     Black or African American only 75 47.5

     Native American or Alaskan Native only 3 1.9

     Asian only 0 0

     Hawaiian or Pacific Islander only 1 0.63

     Other race only 11 6.9

     Two or more races 15 9.5

Latinx

17 9.3

Respondents were asked to describe their race or ethnicity. Because the question was open-ended, 
responses YarieG greatly Irom inGiYiGuals responGing ZitK one race or multiple speciȴc races� reporting 
only /atinx etKnicity Eut no race� reporting speciȴc Keritages �e�g�� +eEreZ� Filipino�� or responGing ȊEiracialȋ 
or Ȋmultiracial�ȋ For purposes oI reporting� Ze useG tKe 8�S� Census Geȴnition anG classiȴeG inGiYiGuals as 
being of a single race, if only one was reported, or of two or more races, if multiple races or multiracial was 
inGicateG� Similarly Ior etKnicity� iI an inGiYiGual iGentiȴeG as Eeing +ispanic or /atinx� or reporteG SpanisK-
speaking lineage, they were coded as Latinx. Because we did not explicitly ask whether individuals were 
Latinx or not, those who did not identify as such were assumed to be non-Latinx. Our measures of race and 
etKnicity rely entirely on KoZ inGiYiGuals iGentiȴeG tKemselYes� $ large numEer oI interYieZees iGentiȴeG 
as %lack or $Irican $merican only �������� IolloZeG Ey ZKite only ��2����� 9ery IeZ responGents iGentiȴeG 
as +aZaiian�3aciȴc ΖslanGer �n   �� or $merican ΖnGian�$laska 1atiYe �n   ��� TKe race anG etKnicities 
reporteG Ey stuGy responGents Go not mirror tKose oI Sacramento County� Ζn particular� Ze ȴnG tKat %lack 
individuals are overrepresented in our study sample (47.5% of study sample, compared with 10.9% of 
Sacramento County residents) and white individuals are underrepresented (12.7% of study sample and 
62.8% of Sacramento County residents; U.S. Census Bureau, 2021). 

$ltKougK intensiYe eorts Zere maGe to incluGe inGiYiGuals ZKo iGentiIy as male or transgenGer �e�g�� Ze 
recruited male seeds and allowed one seed to recruit more than three individuals because they were 
Zell-connecteG ZitK tKis group�� most interYieZees iGentiȴeG as Iemale �������� TKe GemograpKics oI 
participants in this study are not representative of the entire population of people with lived experience 
of commercial sex in Sacramento County—they represent only the individuals that we were able to recruit 
through our RDS strategy.
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The RDS recruitment method allows us to explore how interconnected the community is across age, 
gender, racial, and ethnic lines. Figure 5-2 illustrates the coupon referral network by age at interview. The 
networks of interviewees appear diverse regarding age. For example, the referral chain that started with 
seed 168 includes interviewees across the age spectrum.

Figure 5-2. Sample Network Based on Coupon Referrals, by Age at Interview 
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There is variation in the degree of connection that individuals have with those who entered commercial 
sex at Gierent ages Irom tKemselYes �Figure 5-3). Although the age of entry skews young, individuals who 
entered later in life appear to have connections with those who entered earlier. For example, the referral 
chain that started with seed 236 includes a broad range of ages at entry. However, other networks primarily 
include those who entered commercial sex at similar ages. For example, the chains that started with seeds 
183 and 192 both appear to include only those who entered relatively young.

Figure 5-3. Sample Network Based on Coupon Referrals, by Age at Entry Into Commercial Sex 
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Figure 5-4 illustrates tKe coupon reIerrals Ey genGer� $ltKougK oYer �0� oI tKe sample iGentiȴeG as 
female, there appears to be some diversity in the networks of male, female, and transgender individuals. 
For example, one male respondent (615) referred a female, and two female respondents (168 and 
606) referred males. The largest network (started by seed 168) included male, female, and transgender 
individuals. However, many referral chains included only females.

Figure 5-4. Sample Network Based on Coupon Referrals, by Gender
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Figure 5-5 illustrates the coupon referrals by race and ethnicity. The referral networks appear to be racially 
GiYerse� $ltKougK more tKan KalI oI responGents iGentiȴeG as $Irican $merican or %lack only� many oI tKe 
networks include multiple racial groups. 

Figure 5-5. Sample Network Based on Coupon Referrals, by Race and Ethnicity
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Market Characteristics

Ζn an eort to capture tKe Iull spectrum oI tKe commercial sex market in Sacramento County� Ze trieG to 
iGentiIy seeGs ZKo KaG ZorkeG in Yarious market sectors� incluGing ȴnGing Zork on tKe street� online� anG 
at truck stops, motels, brothels, and massage parlors. However, given limited contacts in some sectors, 
tKe YisiEle aYailaEility Ior street-EaseG recruitment� anG Gierences in receptiYity to tKe casK incentiYe to 
participate� tKe ȴnGings sKoulG not Ee interpreteG as representatiYe oI tKe entire market in tKe county� 
%ecause some inGiYiGuals ȴnG sex Euyers tKrougK multiple means� responGents Zere askeG� Ȋ+oZ GiG 
�or Go� you normally ȴnG Zork"ȋ in an open-enGeG manner� TKe sKort text responses Zere reYieZeG anG 
grouped into nine categories: street, online, truck stops, agencies, bars and casinos, massage parlors, 
brothels, motels and hotels, bathhouses, and other. Participants’ responses were coded into separate 
dummy variables for each market sector, and totals were calculated.

2n aYerage� responGents reporteG ȴnGing Zork in one or tZo market sectors� ranging Irom one to six� 
As shown in Table 5-2� tKe most common markets iGentiȴeG Zere street� online� truck stops� anG Ears�
casinos. Other sectors described included massage parlors, brothels, escort agencies, hotels and motels, 
anG EatKKouses� +oZeYer� it is important to note tKat tKis GistriEution may reȵect not tKe entire market Ior 
commercial sex in Sacramento but rather the individuals we were able to reach. Our existing connections 
Zere strongest among inGiYiGuals ZKo sell or traGe sex on tKe street� 'espite eorts to reacK otKer 
markets—for example, those who work in massage parlors—we were largely unable to successfully start 
referral chains in each potential market.

Table 5-2. Market Characteristics

Sector Number Percent

Total 211 100.00

Street 109 32.70

Online 67 31.80

Truck stops 10 4.70

Agencies 1 0.47

Bars and casinos 7 3.30

Massage parlors 3 1.90

Brothels 4 1.90

Hotels and motels 5 2.30

Bathhouses 1 0.47

Other 7 3.30
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Because most interviewees reported working in multiple markets, we explored whether there were patterns 
such that certain sectors are typically worked by the same people. Among individuals who reported 
ȴnGing Zork tKrougK multiple sectors� tKe most common Zere street anG online �������� TKis YariaEle Zas 
groupeG into categories Ȋstreet only�ȋ Ȋonline only�ȋ Ȋstreet anG online�ȋ anG ȊotKerȋ to Yisually explore KoZ 
interconnected the community is across these various market segments. Figure 5-6 illustrates the coupon 
referrals by market sector. The networks of interviewees do not appear to be limited to one market sector; 
most oI tKe cKains incluGe inGiYiGuals ZKo ȴnG Zork tKrougK Gierent Yenues�

Figure 5-6. Sample Network Based on Coupon Referrals, by Market Sector
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Summary and Recommendations

8sing R'S� Ze interYieZeG a sample oI sex trafficking Yictims anG surYiYors in Sacramento� $ltKougK tKe 
stuGy participants iGentiȴeG primarily as Iemale� tKey Zere GiYerse in race� etKnicity� age� anG age at entry 
into commercial sex. Most of the victims were involved in street-based or online commercial sex, or both, 
and some had experience in other types of markets. The social networks of participants appear diverse; 
however, the RDS yielded many seeds who did not refer others to participate. This limits our ability to draw 
conclusions about the nature of social networks among this population. Additional methodological work 
is needed to identify where the process breaks down (i.e., participants choosing not to refer or referrals 
cKoosing not to participate�� ZKetKer it is more �or less� eectiYe ZitK certain suEpopulations� anG KoZ it 
could be more successfully implemented.   

TKe interYieZs Zere intenGeG to gatKer aGGitional inIormation aEout tKe nature oI sex trafficking anG 
experiences oI sex trafficking Yictims anG surYiYors in tKe county� TKe remaining cKapters GescriEe tKeir 
lived experiences in the following domains:

• Nature of exploitation

• Recruitment and entry into commercial sex

ȏ Trafficking netZorks anG operations

ȏ Exiting commercial sex anG leaYing a trafficker

• Encounters with law enforcement 

• Barriers and pathways to services

• Experiences with medical care

• Experiences with community services



30   Estimating Sex Trafficking in Sacramento County: Final Report - 2022

CHAPTER 6
NATURE OF EXPLOITATION

To Eetter unGerstanG tKe strategies tKat traffickers use to recruit anG control Yictims� Ze askeG interYieZees 
a series of questions about exploitative experiences they may have experienced. Interviews began with a 
sKort series oI screening Tuestions to conȴrm tKat tKeir actiYities in commercial sex inYolYeG a tKirG party� 
TKese incluGeG Tuestions oI ZKetKer responGents KaG eYer ȊKaG to giYe some or all oI tKe money you 
made from selling sex to someone else, even if it was in exchange for transportation, rent, motel rooms, 
or IooGȋ anG ZKetKer tKey KaG ȊZorkeG unGer tKe control oI a pimp or anotKer person�ȋ ΖnGiYiGuals ZKo 
responGeG Ȋnoȋ to EotK oI tKose Tuestions �n   2� Zere excluGeG Irom analyses aEout exploitation at tKe 
hands of a pimp or other third party. Among the 156 respondents who had worked under a facilitator, 3 
did not answer any of the exploitation questions. All interviewees who did respond to these items reported 
experiencing at least one type oI exploitation anG are GescriEeG as sex trafficking Yictims or surYiYors 
throughout the rest of this report. 

The purpose of including qualitative interviews in this study was to understand the nature of exploitation. 
:Kat Zere tKe strategies tKat pimps or traffickers useG to compel participants to engage in sex Zork" 
+oZ GiG tKis poZer anG coercion maniIest EetZeen stuGy participants anG tKeir pimps or traffickers" 
This study sought to understand the extent of experiences with 13 unique forms of exploitation among 
study respondents, displayed in Table 6-1. Furthermore, this study sought to understand the impact of 
experiencing a conȵuence oI Iorms oI exploitation� as most responGents reporteG experiencing seYeral� 
On average, respondents experienced 8 forms of exploitation. Two respondents reported just one form of 
exploitation, whereas 10 respondents described experiencing 12 of the 13 forms.
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Some types of exploitation were overwhelmingly common experiences among the study sample. The most 
widely experienced forms of exploitation included having their pay or other compensation withheld (92.7%), 
Eeing surYeilleG in tKeir liYing or Zorking spaces �������� anG not Ieeling Iree to leaYe a trafficker ������ 
More than three-quarters of the interviewees reported experiencing physical or sexual violence (81.5%), 
experiencing emotional abuse (82.6%), and being prevented from communicating with or visiting family or 
IrienGs �������� 2Yer KalI reporteG Zitnessing Yiolence inȵicteG on someone else ������ Eeing tKreateneG 
that something bad may happen (61.8%), having to start selling sex for a third party involuntarily (61.6%), 
or not knowing that they would be engaging in commercial sex (55%). Only 16% of respondents reported 
experiencing threats of deportation or reporting to law enforcement.

Table 6-1. Nature of Exploitation

Type of Exploitation Number Percent

Started working for third party involuntarily 93 61.6

Did not know they would be doing sex work 83 55.0

Did not feel free to leave 132 88.0

Experienced physical or sexual violence against themselves or someone they care about 123 81.5

Witnessed violence inflicted on someone else in front of them 103 67.8

Experienced emotional abuse, including bullying, taunting, belittling, or insulting 123 82.6

Experienced threats of something bad happening 94 61.8

Experienced threats of deportation or reporting to law enforcement 24 16.2

Had identification or other personal documents confiscated 103 68.7

Were prevented from communicating with or visiting family or friends 117 77.5

Were surveilled in living or working space 135 89.4

Had pay or other compensation withheld 140 92.7

Note: Interviewees were allowed to skip any question, and the number of respondents to each exploitation question varied. The 
percentages reported were calculated by dividing the number of affirmative responses by the number of responses to that question (i.e., 
individuals who did not respond were not included in the denominator). Some interviewees were asked about threats to their reputation; 
however, the results are not presented in the table because the question was not consistently asked.

Additional detail on exploitative experiences was provided in the interviews; however, responses did not 
always fall neatly into the discrete categories reported above. In the rest of this section, we describe themes 
that emerged about their exploitation.

Physical and Sexual Violence

TKe Yast maMority oI responGents KaYe experienceG pKysical or sexual Yiolence at tKe KanGs oI traffickers� 
sex buyers, or others. Of those who experienced either type of violence, nearly all were physically harmed, 
anG tKat aEuse Zas perpetrateG almost entirely Ey traffickers� FeZ responGents reporteG pKysical Yiolence 
Ey sex Euyers� or Ȋtricks�ȋ +oZeYer� sexual Yiolence Zas eTually likely among traffickers anG sex Euyers�

0ultiple responGents reporteG Eeing in pleasant relationsKips ZitK tKeir pimps at ȴrst anG tKen KaYing tKe 
relationships escalate. Of those whose relationships started romantically, few interviewees expected that 
they would be doing sex work. Many interviewees shared stories of beginning what they expected to be a 
romantic relationsKip� only to ȴnG out tKat tKeir partners expecteG tKem to make money� Ζn tKese cases� 
violence generally ramped up after a tender start:
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“At first, you know, a good person when we met, he was a good person, like friend 
and all that. Then it like led to more like, you know, being involved with him and like 
romantically. And then, um, down the line, it’s  just like, you know, he got very controlling 
and like very controlling and then I couldn’t go nowhere. I couldn’t see nobody, couldn’t 
talk to nobody. And then he was putting his hands on me and then you, yeah. And then it 
led to that.” (Female, 34)

Traffickers ZKo pKysically aEuseG responGents tenGeG to Kit ZitK tKeir KanGs or ȴsts� Ζn some cases� 
however, pimps used various implements. One participant was burned with a glass pipe, and others were 
Kit ZitK pistols or guns� $ participant recounteG one sucK experience: Ȋ+e cockeG me in a KeaG ZitK a gun 
anG Ζ proEaEly still KaYe tKeȐ KeaG Gamage anG stuȐ� Real EaG KeaGacKes anG stuȋ �Female� 2��� $notKer 
responGent GescriEeG an attack Ey Ker trafficker tKat Eegan ZKen Ke Ȋtook >a penitentiary clock@ o tKe 
Zall� >anG@ ZKip my ass ZitK tKatȋ �Female� ���� TKose ZKo Zere Kit ZitK KanGs or ȴsts generally GiG not seek 
medical attention. Some were forbidden to do so by their abusers; others did not feel their injuries merited 
seeing a doctor, given the questions they expected to be asked, but in retrospect expect that they would 
not KaYe Eeen preYenteG Irom seeking attention iI neeGeG� TKe Zoman ZKo still suers KeaGacKes Zas 
never given medical care.

Only a few individuals who were originally prevented from seeking care were eventually allowed to do 
so, and many of these individuals were badly enough hurt or kept from care for long enough that they 
KaYe lasting eects Irom tKeir aEuse� 2ne responGent Zas staEEeG Ey Ker trafficker anG maGe to care Ior 
herself until it became clear two days later that she was in serious danger; she still retains scars from where 
doctors had to remove dead skin. Another was allowed treatment only once, after being raped and stabbed 
by a sex buyer. A third respondent has lasting memory issues from being hit on the head.

Our research questions aimed to gather information about violence toward not only respondents, but their 
loved ones and acquaintances as well. Nearly all interviewees reported having witnessed violence against 
others, even if they themselves were not the victims of physical abuse. In fact, most of those who were not 
Girectly Kurt Ey tKeir traffickers GiG Zitness tKeir traffickers Kurt otKers� anG tKey took tKese experiences 
as intimidation tactics. The threats were credible, not only because respondents bore witness to violence, 
Eut Eecause oIten tKe Yictims Zere Zorking Ior tKe same traffickers� SeYeral inGiYiGuals GescriEe Kearing 
tKeir ȊZiIeys�ȋ a term useG to GescriEe Zomen anG girls unGer control oI tKe same pimp �SKareG +ope 
Ζnternational� 2022�� Eeing Eeaten� rapeG� anG in one case tortureG: ȊΖ kneZ Ζ Zasnȇt specialȐ� TKat coulG Ee 
me� you knoZ"ȋ �Female� ���� Ζn rare cases� traffickers also Kurt responGentsȇ Iamilies or cKilGren� 

9ery IeZ responGents responGeG to pKysical Yiolence Ey Karming tKeir traffickers in return� 0ultiple Iemale 
interviewees cited lack of relative strength as the reason for this, although one male respondent feared 
tKat anytKing Ke GiG to Kis trafficker ZoulG Ee taken out on Kis ZiIeys ZKo coulG not ȴgKt as Zell as Ke 
could. However, some interviewees did respond to violence by leaving. Several shared examples of having 
Eeen Kurt EaGly anG consiGering it tKe last straZ� aIter ZKicK tKey escapeG a trafficker� $ more GetaileG 
Giscussion oI experiences leaYing tKe trafficker can Ee IounG in CKapter �� 

Threats of Physical and Sexual Violence

Around two-thirds of all respondents reported experiencing threats of physical or sexual violence 
against themselves or loved ones. Many threats of physical or sexual violence were against respondents 
tKemselYes anG Zere in response to responGentsȇ iGeas aEout leaYing tKeir traffickers or otKerZise 
GisoEeying traffickersȇ GemanGs� 2ne responGent Zas tolG tKat Ke ZoulG ȊEe ZitK Kis >GeceaseG@ ex iI Ke GiG 
sometKing stupiGȋ �0ale� �0�� $notKer KaG leIt a trafficker preYiously anG Eeen IounG anG Eeaten� sKe Zas 
afraid to try again.
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Many interviewees also reported consistent intimidation, verbally or nonverbally, when someone else was 
KurtȃiI a trafficker Eeat up a sex Euyer or a ZiIey tKis inGirect Yictimi]ation Zas useG to make responGents 
unGerstanG tKat tKis coulG Kappen to tKem� TKose ZKo Zere not pKysically KarmeG Ey a trafficker still 
tended to take these threats seriously:

“I seen him knock a bitch out. I don’t know what she did. I wasn’t allowed to ask no 
questions, nor did I want to. I didn’t want to know. That was none of my business. I don’t 
ask no questions. But yeah, I seen that shit. So I knew he could go there, but I wasn’t 
trying to take him there at all…. If you don’t give a fuck about her face, I know you don’t 
give a fuck about mine.” (Female, 33)

Similarly� one male interYieZee ZKo Ielt aEle to enougK to GeIenG KimselI to Kis trafficker Zas reluctant to 
Go so Eecause Kis trafficker KaG maGe it clear tKat Kis ZiIeys� ZKom Ke loYeG� ZoulG Ee punisKeG insteaG:

“But it’s because of my friends and the girls that I was with where he, he would actually 
go… ‘I’m  gonna take it out on her and go take your friends. You love them…. You know, 
you hold the keys to, uh, what’s gonna happen….’ I could get violent too, but you know 
what for when I got people that I love there that would pay for whatever I do.” (Male, 53)

3imps commonly tKreateneG responGentsȇ loYeG ones as Zell� incluGing tKose outsiGe ȊtKe liIe�ȋ 2ne 
trafficker tKreateneG to Eurn GoZn tKe Kouse oI a responGentȇs motKer� tKe responGent took it seriously 
and did what she could to prevent it, but he ended up doing so anyway. Luckily, her mother was unharmed. 
Children were also the common focus of violent threats, including one interviewee whose pimp told her 
plainly that he would kill her and her son if she tried to run. Several interviewees were told that their 
traffickers ZoulG Kurt tKeir cKilGren� giYe tKem aZay� or get tKem to start sex Zork tKemselYes� 2I tKose 
individuals whose families were not used against them, many expect that this is only because they weren’t 
close ZitK tKose Iamily memEers at tKe time� $ltKougK tKis Zas not a speciȴc researcK Tuestion� multiple 
interYieZees YolunteereG tKat tKey Zere GistanceG Irom tKeir Iamilies speciȴcally to aYoiG tKis kinG oI 
collateral damage.

Affection for Trafficker Used as a Form of Emotional Manipulation 
and Coercion 

0any interYieZees ZKo KaG experienceG trafficking KaG a compulsion to stay in tKe relationsKip Eecause oI 
aection Ior tKe trafficker� Ζt is also Tuite common Ior a Iemale interYieZee to KaYe Eeen traffickeG Ey tKe 
father of her children, and one male interviewee reported this as well. These particular victims felt that they 
could not escape the situation because of emotional ties, custody trouble, or both. This phenomenon is 
described in greater detail in Chapter 8.
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TKose ZKo Zere traffickeG Ey tKeir partners oIten expresseG tKat tKey GiG not reali]e tKat tKis situation 
ȊZasnȇt loYeȋ at ȴrst� anG once tKey GiG� tKey Zere not Ȋstrong enougKȋ to leaYe� 0any inGiYiGuals ZKo 
have stopped selling sex expect that now, in retrospect, they would be better at recognizing signs of an 
unhealthy relationship. Often these same individuals report dysfunctional relationships in childhood, 
struggle now with having healthy relationships or friendships as adults, or both:

“I have PTSD really bad. Like I didn’t trust nobody…. I don’t know if you’ve ever heard that 
saying like, you’ve been so fucked with that everything that is good seems like a setup…. 
That’s how I felt…. I’m just now starting to trust people. I even thought doctors were like 
trying to do stuff to me. So yeah. It’s been bad.” (Female, 39)

Whether or not a pimp was romantically involved with their victim, they often sought out and took 
advantage of people in vulnerable positions. Many respondents reported that, at the time that they met 
tKeir traffickers� tKey Zere estrangeG Irom Iamily memEers or Zere KaYing a Gifficult time at Kome� 2ne 
respondent had just lost her son to sudden infant death syndrome when she met her pimp online (he 
knew about her loss); another was grieving his deceased partner and homeless when he began to sell sex. 
In response to an interview question regarding why victims did not feel they could reasonably leave their 
traffickers� tKe KeaYy maMority mentioneG eitKer Iear oI pKysical Karm or KaYing noZKere else to go anG 
noEoGy else to rely on� 2ne Zoman GescriEes liYing ZitK Ker traffickerȇs motKer� anG Kis motKer asking tKe 
respondent not to report him: 

“And she’s like, ‘Don’t call the cops on my son. Don’t have the cops on my son.’ ’cause I was 
going to try to call the cops. I told her and she’s like, ‘Don’t call the cops on me. Don’t call 
the cops on him….’ Her thing is… ‘He loves you. He loves you. He’s only doing this ’cause 
he loves you.’ That’s what she says.” (Female, 27)

Pimps often exacerbated this isolation by having their victims sell sex in areas where they knew no one; 
imposing rules about whether victims could look at, speak to, or communicate with anyone else; or both. 

Financial Coercion  or Withholding of Compensation

2ne oI tKe screening Tuestions tKat tKis stuGy useG to iGentiIy tKose ZKo KaG Eeen traffickeG Ior sex 
was that of having to give money or other compensation to those controlling them. More than 92% of 
interviewees reported having payment withheld, in the form of money or other compensation, such as 
Kousing or Grugs� 0ost oIten� tKe money tKat participants earneG Zas eitKer taken Ey tKeir traffickers or 
collecteG Ey tKe traffickers in tKe ȴrst place� so tKat tKe Zorkers neYer saZ it� Ζn tKe latter case� a trafficker 
might set a price with a sex buyer before a session, thus disallowing the interviewee from taking any for 
themselves.
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Several respondents whose money was taken from them shared stories of trying to retain some for 
tKemselYes ZitKout success� 2ne Zoman KiG casK in a tampon Eox� only to ȴnG it missing tKe next morning� 
anotKer KiG money Eut Zas GiscoYereG anG tolG tKat sKe Zas meant to Ee earning ȊIor our Iamilyȋ �Female� 
2��� $ IeZ Zorkers migKt giYe casK to Iamily or IrienGs to KolG o-site� Eut tKat coulG Eackȴre� 2ne sucK 
friend spent the interviewee’s money on drugs for himself, and was volatile enough that he might have told 
Ker trafficker anyZay:

“I gave part of the money to somebody to hold for me. ’cause I wasn’t gonna give it all 
to [my trafficker]. I just wasn’t gonna do it… The person that I gave it to, I remember 
sneaking away to, to go to see them and they was smoking my money…. When I saw [the 
friend] smoking crack, I was like, shoot, he might tell, you know what I’m saying? And I, 
I mean, I had that fear for a while that he might somehow mention it to [my trafficker]. 
’cause I was like, he gonna kill me. That was the only time I really kind of tried to keep 
something for myself and it kind of backfired on me.” (Female, 60)

Another individual who gave money to a friend for safekeeping was disgusted when that friend gave it to 
Ker oZn pimp� in part Eecause tKe responGent Zas Zorking as a ȊrenegaGeȋ at tKe time� ZitKout a trafficker� 
because she wanted to keep her earnings:

“Something was going on because I always kept losing my money. So I asked my friend to 
hold my money, this dumb bitch decided to hand it over to her man.” (Female, 48)

0any oI tKe traffickers ZKo controlleG responGentsȇ earnings ensureG tKat tKeir Yictims KaG ZKat tKey 
needed to survive and work. Excepting those individuals who experienced homelessness while selling sex, 
it was common to have been provided housing and food, and sometimes non-necessary treatments, such 
as manicures or hair services. However, even those who were allowed to buy themselves treats were rarely 
trusted to handle cash; either the exact price of a hairdo would be handed to a victim or the pimp would 
pay for it directly.

0oney ZitKKelG Irom responGents Zas not alZays in tKe Iorm oI recently earneG casK� 0any traffickers 
stole their victims’ disability or Social Security payments; it was fairly common for these individuals to have 
experienced identity theft as well, likely linked. Even if interviewees did not have their money stolen directly, 
seYeral traffickers IounG Zays to get it anyZay� 2ne responGent Zas cKargeG ��00 less tKan Ker montKly 
Social Security payment in rent Ey Ker traffickerȇs motKer� $notKer Zas IorceG to KanG oYer tKe money Irom 
paychecks earned from jobs outside of sex work: 

“When I met him, I had a caregiving job and I had gotten paid. It was my third check. I had 
to cash it through somebody else. I didn’t see no reason to tell him why ’cause it was my 
money. He ended up finding it and taking all of it. It was only like $283, but he took it.” 
(Female, 40)

2ne responGent suereG Yarious ȴnancial aEuses at tKe KanGs oI Ker pimpȇs Iamily� incluGing Eeing 
IorceG to Euy tKe pimpȇs cousin a neZ cell pKone �Ior ZKicK Ker creGit is still EaG�� Eeing cKargeG ��00 Ior 
transport to sell sex elsewhere, and having her disability payments stolen.

Besides money, multiple interviewees mentioned the use of addictive substances as compensation, 
usually in the form of its being withheld unless the individual reached a monetary quota. Although not all 
responGents reporteG Grug use as a Iactor in tKeir experience ZitK Kuman trafficking� coercion Zas tKe 
context in which it was most commonly brought up. Many individuals who used drugs—whether stimulants, 
opioiGs� or anotKer kinGȃZere traffickeG Ey tKeir Gealers or Ey someone in tKeir Gealersȇ netZorks� SeYeral 
responGents mention Ȋearningȋ a Kit oI tKe suEstance to ZKicK tKey Zere aGGicteG at tKe time� anG tKey 
were clear that restriction of drugs was a very credible threat. 
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“If you’re sick… [and they] put you in this position and put you in a room and you’re 
locked up and you’re going through it.... It’s like, I’d rather for you to take away my 
mama.” (Male, 52) 

Housing was also withheld from a few respondents, in that they would not be allowed to return to their 
liYing space or tKeir city EeIore completing a Tuota� $s tKe Kousing proYiGeG Ey a trafficker Zas oIten 
a respondent’s only viable living space, this restriction and the lack of cash on hand prevented many 
responGents Irom leaYing tKeir traffickers:

“And I ended up in Fresno at his house with a lot of other girls and they were walking and 
he said, the only way for me to go home was to make money…. I never, like, even thought 
to even do something like that. And for me to go home from Fresno, I never been there 
and [don’t] know nobody. It was like really traumatizing ’cause I really thought it was 
just the end of my life. Like I couldn’t call my family. I didn’t have no phone. Like nobody 
would come get me. Like I really just thought it was just over like. Ugh.” (Female, 27)

In fact, desperation for funds—for drugs, essentials for newborn children, or other necessities—led 
more tKan one inGiYiGual to start selling sex in tKe ȴrst place� TKe iGea oI making casK Tuickly Zas oIten 
recommenGeG Ey a IrienG or acTuaintance� as summeG up Ey one responGent ZKo saiG� Ȋ<eaK� Ζ neeGeG 
money. Homeless…. There might have been a couple of friends who’ve probably put it in my mind. You kind 
of feel trapped a little bit” (Female, 42). 

Isolation and Surveillance 

2ne oI tKe most coerciYe tenGencies oI traffickers iGentiȴeG in our stuGy Zas tKat oI isolating Yictims Irom 
their families and friends. The majority of respondents who were not in touch with family while selling sex 
Zere explicitly preYenteG Irom KaYing a support netZork� *enerally� tKe traffickerȇs aim in isolating a Yictim 
was to ensure that the victim had no emotional connections or logistical help outside of the pimp. One 
responGentȇs girlIrienG-turneG-trafficker consistently promiseG to Kelp Ker learn to use a computer� Eut 
neYer GiG: ȊSKe Goesnȇt Zant to teacK meȐ� SKe Goesnȇt Zant me to knoZȋ �Female� ����

2ccasionally tKe traffickerȇs selI-interest in isolating a Yictim Zas more Girect: one responGent sKares tKat 
her brother, who had recently gotten out of prison, would have gotten violent if he’d known what was going 
on� $notKer Zomanȇs Iamily ZoulG likely KaYe taken Ker aZay Irom Ker trafficker� tKus enGing Kis access to 
her earnings, if she had been able to see them: 
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“I stayed away from my kids for a whole year. Actually. I think I missed birthdays…. They 
be scared if I go home like, oh, you know, ’cause I got a mom and I, you know, I got family, 
I got, I’m the only girl, I got all brothers. I have all brothers and they not playin’. So, um, 
they be like, oh and you go home, you know, they’re gonna try to keep you…. And that’s 
when they try to keep me or try to break my phone so I can’t get in contact with my mom 
or um, delete and block them.” (Female, 31)

Some of those individuals who were allowed to talk to their networks ended up creating distance from 
these people anyway. A few respondents shared that they were unhappy or ashamed enough that they 
simply could not face their parents or friends.

Some interYieZees GescriEeG KaYing to Ȋearnȋ a pKone call or Yisit ZitK Iamily� or tKey reporteG KaYing Iull 
access to their cell phones but having to allow pimps full access also. Some pimps used their victims’ cell 
phones to set up sex buyer sessions, going above their heads. Victims also reported that pimps used GPS 
technology on their cell phones to track them 24 hours a day. Respondents also commonly reported that 
tKeir traffickers restricteG tKeir calls so as to Geny tKeir Iamilies access to inIormation or monitoreG tKeir 
calls to control what information was shared:

“He’d be scared and be right there, like snatched the phone and put it on speaker phone 
to hear who I’m talking to [and] sit right there the whole time while I got done. And then if 
it was on FaceTime with my son, I had to hold it up, like close up to right here to my face, 
just to talk to my son… so they couldn’t see my surroundings.” (Female, 26)

$ IeZ interYieZees manageG to keep secret cell pKones or maGe calls anG tKen GeleteG call logs� Traffickers 
who wanted to be in contact with respondents might delete the victims’ telephone contacts or provide 
tKem ZitK Eurner pKones� leaYing only tKe traffickersȇ oZn numEer as an option� 

Most respondents, though not all, reported being watched while in their living or working spaces. Of those 
ZKo liYeG ZitK tKeir traffickers� nearly all Zere ZatcKeG at ȊKome�ȋ some eYen ZKen traffickers Zere not 
present, through video and sensor systems:

“Not really [was I watched]. There was a house alarm, so they would know if there was 
a window or door opened. I wouldn’t say kept an eye on, I was able to use the bathroom 
alone. I was able to cook alone, you know, go in the backyard, smoking a cigarette if I 
needed to. But everybody pretty much stayed together as a group, unless we went to go 
see a client or something.” (Female, 24)

$ IeZ responGents Zere unsure oI ZKetKer tKey Zere ZatcKeG Eut suspecteG tKat tKeir traffickersȇ 
knowledge of their own whereabouts was not a coincidence, and that they must have kept an eye out 
someKoZ� Sometimes it Zas Elatant� one trafficker ZoulG Zalk Girectly EeKinG a Zorker ZKen tKey Zere in 
the same space, watching her the whole time.

Ζt Zas also common Ior a trafficker to suEsume a Yictimȇs social netZork ZitK Kis oZn� tKus comEining 
surYeillance anG isolation� TKe traffickersȇ use oI tKeir oZn netZorks to isolate anG surYeil Yictims is 
discussed in detail in Chapter 8. 

Although we did not include surveillance at work as a research question, interviewees varied on their 
reports of being watched on the job. Of those individuals who took sex buyers in places that they 
tKemselYes GiG not liYeȃsucK as a temporary Kotel roomȃit Zas Tuite common Ior a trafficker to sit 
outsiGe eitKer tKe room or tKe EuilGing anG aZait tKe sex Euyerȇs Geparture� TKose traffickers ZKo Zere 
paid directly by the buyer would therefore have an easy time collecting payment. It was uncommon for 
traffickers to Ee in tKe room Guring a session� Eut at least one responGent Zas ZatcKeG anG coacKeG Ey Kis 
trafficker Guring sessions�
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Respondents were also watched on the street as they solicited sex. Not all interviewees were happy about 
Eeing ZatcKeG in Kotels� Eut some responGents Zere tKeoretically glaG oI tKe protection aorGeG Ey 
a pimp while on the blade (a street with high levels of commercial sex activity). However, it was hard to 
ascertain KoZ KelpIul a patrolling trafficker coulG really Ee iI a situation got Gangerous:

“He say he’d be out there now. He ain’t out there. [laugh] ’cause I feel like nobody was 
watching me. And if they do, if something happened, what they gonna do, girl? Stuff that’s 
gonna happen so quick.” (Female, 31) 

Verbal and Emotional Abuse

The lion’s share of our interviewees reported that they had been verbally or emotionally abused by their 
traffickers� Some reporteG tKis aEuse in isolation� otKers pointeG out tKat tKe purpose oI tKis aEuse Zas to 
lower their self-worth and demean them, leaving them trapped in their current situation.

LASTING EFFECTS OF VERBAL AND EMOTIONAL ABUSE
•	 Trouble trusting anyone, including doctors
•	 Trauma bonding (an emotional attachment to an abuser)
•	 Continued fear after abuse
•	 Trouble shopping after having been rushed through stores
•	 A need to walk away from attractive people after not having been allowed to speak

to them
•	 Trouble imagining a healthy relationship for themselves

:KetKer or not tKe Gemeaning eects oI YerEal aEuse Zere knoZn to responGents at tKe time tKey 
experienceG tKem� tKis aEuse KaG Getrimental eects on its Yictims� SeYeral responGents ZKo crieG in 
the interviews did so while describing the names that they had been called. Derogative terms cited by 
respondents included common insults, such as references to victims’ sexual orientations or appearances. 
Some YerEal aEuse Zas less superȴcial anG more IocuseG on tKe Yictim as a person� $ particular inGiYiGual 
Zas calleG ȊEirtKless�ȋ anG anotKer Zas tolG tKat sKe KaG not� in Iact� Eeen rapeG� Eecause ȊeYeryone Kas 
consent over [her] body” (Female, 29).

Verbal abuse is a form of emotional abuse; other forms of emotional abuse were common as well, 
especially among traffickerȂYictim relationsKips tKat Eegan romantically� $n oYerarcKing tKeme among 
respondents was a boyfriend or girlfriend found in person or online, a relationship that would start out 
sZeet Eut tKen sKiIt Irom aection to aEuse� 
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%esiGes tKe aEusiYe nature oI Iorcing a partner into commercial sex� many traffickers KelG responGentsȇ 
pasts against them: several respondents who were out of the life were forced back into it after a partner 
learned that they’d sold sex in past, and those who had never stopped selling sex were assumed to be 
Zilling to continue� :Ken Yictims Zere in relationsKips ZitK tKeir traffickers� it Zas common Ior tKe pimp to 
put tKe arrangement IortK as a measure ȊIor tKeir Iamily�ȋ

“With [my daughter’s father], we were dating and stuff and he kept saying we need to 
make money.... And I was like, well I know how to make money. In the wraps of starting 
to make money, he started to get, verbally abusive, and he started to want to make more 
money. And then just before I got pregnant with her, I left to make it better for me and 
her.” (Female, 24)

0ultiple responGents also reporteG Mealousy among traffickers� ZKetKer or not tKe Yictims consiGereG 
tKemselYes to Ee Gating tKeir pimps� 2Iten� traffickers ZKo accuseG Yictims oI ȊcKeating�ȋ ZitK or ZitKout 
provocation, would themselves be regularly in contact with multiple other women or men. Victims also 
reported emotional distress stemming from the verbal and emotional abuse of others, and several 
interviewees mentioned their wifeys when asked about witnessing abuse of people they liked. In addition, 
sometimes traffickersȇ Iamilies or IrienG netZorks ZoulG Moin in on aEusing Zomen� eitKer actiYely �e�g�� 
comments on their weight) or passively (allowing them to be ignored or hurt). 

TKe eects oI emotional aEuse Zere Ielt strongly Ey responGents� anG in some cases tKe eects Zere 
lasting. One respondent shared that during a period of being locked in a room, she felt claustrophobic and 
began to feel extreme anxiety, at which point she was denied her anxiety medication:

“Well, the first guy would bolt the doors. He would bolt doors, and he would literally lock 
the doors and keep me in my room…. I don’t like being confined in spaces, for one, so me 
acting out made a whole bunch of more problems…. And I acted out, and eventually that 
kind of led to more problems. He would take my medication away from me. I had meds 
for my depression and my anxiety, and he took them away because I acted out, and he 
thought it was the meds. He was like, ‘Oh, you’re taking these pills, blah, blah, blah. You’re 
a fucking stupid bitch,’ and then take my shit. And I’m like, ‘Really? How, why? Why would 
you do that?’ That was insane.” (Female, 20)

0ultiple responGents noteG tKat tKey ȴnG it KarG to trust otKers� 2ne Zoman� ZKo is %lack� sKareG tKat 
she was attracted to Black men, but that her pimp would punish her for speaking to Black men while 
sKe ZorkeG Ior Kim� To tKis Gay� sKe Zalks aZay Irom anyone sKe ȴnGs attractiYe� $notKer inGiYiGual Zas 
consistently rushed while shopping for herself, and still has trouble with grocery stores, though she is no 
longer selling sex. 

A particular type of abuse was common among those interviewees who are transgender, gay, or are 
straigKt men ZKo KaYe sex ZitK men� TKis Zas tKe tKreat oI Eeing ȊouteGȋ to oneȇs Iamily or IrienGs� Some 
interviewees were more fazed by this than others—one trans woman is fully out, including an identifying 
tattooȃEut otKers Zere EaGly aecteG� $notKer trans Zoman Zas tolG tKat ȊnoEoGyȇs gonna Iuck ZitK 
>Ker@ȋ Gue to Ker iGentity �Female� 2��� anG sKe stayeG ZitK Ker trafficker Ior a ZKile out oI Iear anG sKame� 
$notKer participantȃa man ZKo iGentiȴeG as straigKt Eut ZoulG occasionally KaYe sex ZitK men Ior Grug 
money—was coerced into sex several times against the threat of being outed.
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Confiscation of Documents or Identification

Another form of exploitation this study sought to measure and better understand was whether 
responGents KaG eYer tKeir iGentiȴcation conȴscateG� Responses Zere mixeG� in part Eecause some 
inGiYiGuals seemingly consiGereG only tKeir GriYerȇs licenses as iGentiȴcation� ZKen in Iact tKe Yariety oI 
documents withheld from their owners was much larger. 

Of those who ended up with missing documents while selling sex, most respondents had their papers 
taken Girectly Irom tKem Ey pimps� TKose traffickers ZKo conȴscateG GriYerȇs licenses or otKer pKoto Ζ's 
generally did so as a means of keeping victims in hand: without IDs, sex workers may not be able travel by 
plane or Amtrak. Sometimes participants were allowed to retain their licenses so they could book a hotel 
room for a sex buyer or drive themselves to jobs, but some among this latter group were given the document 
only when necessary and forced to return it afterwards. It was also not uncommon for participants to be given 
a false ID in place of their own, for this exact purpose of being able to work but not leave.

2tKer Gocumentation commonly stolen incluGeG Social Security carGs� EirtK certiȴcates� anG ȴnancial 
inIormation� $gain� tKis Zas mostly a Iorm oI isolation: Ior instance� a EirtK certiȴcate anG Social Security 
card are both needed to obtain a new driver’s license (Real ID). However, a few pimps used these materials 
Ior sometKing otKer tKan imprisoning tKeir Yictims� 2ne responGent Zas IorceG to pay Ker trafficker �2�000 
on top oI money Irom sex Zork to Ȋearn Eackȋ Ker sonȇs Social Security carG� ZKicK tKe trafficker KaG stolen�

Several interviewees shared that their information was used to collect disability or Social Security pay, or 
tKat ȴnancial inIormation �sucK as a GeEit carG� Zas taken Girectly� ΖnGeeG� a IeZ responGents Zere still 
trying to straigKten out ȴnancial situations at tKe time oI tKeir interYieZs aIter tKeir creGit recorGs Zere 
harmed.

Some respondents did not have documents taken from them, but lost access regardless. Individuals who 
carrieG items on tKe streetȃZKetKer iGentiȴcation� cell pKones� or GeEit carGsȃZere IreTuently roEEeG� 
One woman described having to replace a cell phone several times because she had repeatedly fallen 
asleep with it on her lap. 

“Yeah. I mean, he didn’t take it, but I mean, I lose my stuff all the time…. I mean, people 
steal my cell phone on a regular basis…. That happens still, constantly, out on the street. 
I can’t hang onto a cell phone…. Fall asleep with it on my lap and it’s gone when I wake 
up…. It’s the most frustrating thing in the world.” (Female, 49)

Other individuals, especially those who were living in a group or foster home at the time that they sold sex, 
never had their documents at all. Multiple interviewees shared that a foster home or government agency 
Zas KolGing on to tKeir Social Security carG� EirtK certiȴcate� or otKer important papers� TKis Zas especially 
true of people who began to sell sex while under the age of 18. Another individual had not yet gotten her 
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driver’s license at the time of the interview. Still others avoided theft of important items by having trusted 
individuals hold on to them, such as parents or friends.

Threats of Law Enforcement Involvement or of Deportation

The vast majority of respondents agreed that not only did pimps generally not threaten to call law 
enIorcement� Eut tKat Going so ZoulG Ee tKe last tKing tKat traffickers ZoulG Zant� 0ore tKan one 
interYieZee sKareG tKat tKey KaG encourageG a traffickerȇs tKreat to contact autKorities� or Gone so 
themselves, suspecting that it might be a secure path out of their dangerous situations, though this rarely 
came to pass. 

For a few interviewees, the threat of police would be a credible one. Many had active warrants and 
expecteG tKat tKey ZoulG KaYe Eeen arresteG iI tKeir traffickers KaG IolloZeG tKrougK� EYen iI no Zarrant 
was present, some respondents simply feared jail and were eager to avoid it. Two sex workers were actually 
MaileG aIter tKeir traffickers calleG autKorities� anG one Zent to prison� $ IeZ inGiYiGuals KaG sex Euyers call 
the police on them as well, ostensibly because the respondents requested payment, but the outcomes of 
these calls were not discussed.

Summary and Recommendations

All respondents who worked for a third party reported at least one form of exploitation, and experiencing 
multiple types of exploitation was the norm. The most common forms of abuse included withholding pay, 
monitoring and surveillance, making clear that the worker should not feel free to leave, committing physical 
or sexual violence, committing emotional abuse, and restricting communication. Although physical violence 
typically incluGeG tKe use oI KanGs anG ȴsts� otKer oEMects anG implements Zere also useG� 9iolence Zas 
not limited to the interviewees; they also witnessed violence against others, which was interpreted as 
a message that it could to happen to them as well. Financial coercion took several forms, including the 
traffickerȇs collecting payment Girectly Irom tKe sex Euyer� taking otKer Iorms oI income �e�g�� GisaEility�� 
withholding addictive substances, and withholding housing. Restricted communication included being 
totally isolated, having restricted access to phones, and having to earn a call or visit with family or friends. 
SurYeillance Guring tKese limiteG communications Zas also common� TKe conȴscation oI GriYerȇs licenses 
anG otKer iGentiȴcation serYeG to IurtKer tKe isolation� Emotional aEuse Zas common anG KaG lasting 
eects� sucK as Gifficulty trusting anyone or imagining a KealtKy Iuture relationsKip� 

There are no easy solutions for reducing the exploitation that victims experience at the hands of their 
traffickers� Strategies are neeGeG tKat preYent inGiYiGuals Irom pimping anG trafficking in tKe ȴrst place� 
$Iter an inGiYiGual Kas Eeen traffickeG� it is essential tKat tKey KaYe access to a ZiGe array oI serYices to Kelp 
restore them, including medical attention for any injuries sustained, therapy and support to process the 
emotional abuse they experienced, and legal mechanisms to clear any debt a victim accumulated because 
oI a trafficker or Kis associates�
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CHAPTER 7
RECRUITMENT AND ENTRY

ΖnterYieZs Ior tKis stuGy incluGeG Tuestions aimeG at unGerstanGing KoZ participants ȴrst entereG sex 
Zork� KoZ anG ZKen tKey met tKeir traffickers� ZKetKer tKey kneZ tKey ZoulG Ee Going sex Zork� anG ZKat 
recruitment tactics traffickers KaG useG to compel tKem into tKe trafficking situation� Responses inGicateG 
tKat initial entry into prostitution or trafficking situations rangeG Irom completely Yoluntary to completely 
involuntary. As shown in Chapter 6, nearly two-thirds of interviewees started working for a third party 
voluntarily (61.6%) and over half did not know they could be made to sell sex (55.0%). Yet, the vast majority 
of respondents described entry to the life as happening somewhere in between this binary, indicating an 
opportunity Ior policy responses IocuseG on preYention strategies Ior people ZKose social or ȴnancial 
YulneraEilities may compel tKem into situations inYolYing sex trafficking� TKis cKapter Zill Giscuss tKe main 
themes that emerged from interviews with survivors about their entry into sex work and recruitment into 
situations inYolYing sex trafficking� TKese tKemes are presenteG in tKe orGer oI Yoluntariness or autonomy 
described by the survivor. This spectrum of voluntariness of entry is illustrated in Figure 7-1. 

Figure 7-1:  Continuum of Voluntariness of Entry Experiences Among Sample Population
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We discuss the stages along this continuum in discrete sections in the remainder of this chapter, but the 
experiences reporteG Ey interYieZees GiG not necessarily ȴt neatly in one category or anotKer� RatKer� ZKen 
asked whether they entered into sex work voluntarily, most respondents struggled to answer succinctly 
because what is considered voluntary is subjective. One respondent who knowingly entered because she 
was desperate to feed her children might answer that she entered voluntarily, while another who entered 
unGer tKe exact same circumstances may GescriEe tKe entry as inYoluntary� 2ur ȴnGings are consistent 
ZitK prior researcK on entry into sex Zork among sex trafficking Yictims� ZKicK suggests a EroaG Yariety 
of experiences and push factors that impact a survivor’s entry into prostitution as well as a continuum 
of voluntariness (Hickle & Roe-Sepowitz, 2016). We have tried to capture the nuance and subjectivity of 
perceptions in our summaries of what respondents described during interviews. 

Voluntary Entry Into Sex Work, With or Without a Trafficker/Pimp

Although infrequent, some study participants reported entering sex work completely voluntarily. Some 
described entering the industry after seeing the money that friends or family members had made or 
because they thought the lifestyle seemed glamorous. Two participants in this study did not report any 
trafficking experiences Guring tKe time tKey Zere inYolYeG in sex Zork� Eut Ior otKers ZKo entereG into 
sex work voluntarily, their involvement in commercial sex eventually turned into a situation involving 
exploitation Ey a tKirG-party trafficker� 

While most respondents in this study did not have this experience of a totally voluntary entry into sex work, 
it is worth noting that this does happen, and it is particularly important to understand the perception of 
easy money. Countering this perception may represent an opportunity for prevention.

Voluntary Entry at Someone Else’s Request

Some reported entering into prostitution voluntarily, but at the request of someone else. Many study 
respondents described having help making the decision to enter sex work, and they cited a number of 
people who contributed to their decisions, including boyfriends or romantic partners, family members, 
foster siblings, and friends. What this actually looked like ranged widely, from being asked by a friend who 
was dabbling in sex work a to come along with them to having someone else in their life—often a boyfriend 
or other romantic partner—suggest they sell sex as a way to earn quick money. In the words of one 
interYieZee� ȊΖ Zas Must Going it� Ζ guess� to please someone� Easicallyȋ �Female� 22�� 

For many participants, even before they entered sex work, it was not an unfamiliar world to them. Some 
interviewees described having familiarity with sex work through knowing other people who did it—some 
for their entire lives. For these participants, sex work was normalized by people close to them who sold 
sex, including sisters, foster siblings, cousins, friends, mothers, and other family members. It is important 
to understand that before entry, the phenomenon of sex work may have already been somewhat 
Gestigmati]eG� GemystiȴeG� or normali]eG Ior some participants� 3rior researcK supports tKe notion tKat 
existing relationships can facilitate a person’s entry into commercial sex (Nixon et al., 2002; Orchard et al., 
2014).

Entry by False Pretense of Romantic Relationship 

Among those who reported being asked to engage in commercial sex by someone else, most frequently, 
respondents reported being asked to do so by boyfriends or other romantic partners. A large subset of 
participants who had this experience described a situation where they met that partner and believed they 
were embarking on a committed, romantic relationship, only to later realize the partner was a pimp and 
had recruited and groomed them to engage in sex work. 
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No two participants’ experiences with this phenomenon were the same, but many interviewees recalled 
similar accounts oI KoZ tKey met tKeir traffickers� Some met in person �in tKis stuGy� participants GescriEeG 
initially meeting traffickers tKrougK IrienGs� on tKe street� anG in stores� anG many initially maGe contact 
tKrougK Gating apps or social meGia� TKe trafficker Zas KigKly complimentary� anG tKe tZo Eegan Gating� 
2Iten� tKe trafficker Zas laYisK in tKeir attention to tKe surYiYor: Euying tKem clotKes anG otKer tKings� 
paying Ior tKem to get tKeir Kair anG nails Gone� 0any interYieZees GiscusseG KoZ tKe trafficker ZoulG talk 
aEout tKeir Iutures togetKer� 0any interYieZees GescriEeG Ieeling like tKey Zere in loYe ZitK tKe trafficker� 
Some Eecame pregnant Ey tKeir traffickers� 

$t tKis point� tKe traffickers ZoulG Eegin to compel interYieZees to engage in sex Zork� TKey oIten IrameG it 
as a way that the interviewees could support their families or contribute to the future they were dreaming 
up togetKer� Some participants ZKo KaG cKilGren ZitK tKeir traffickers GescriEeG situations in ZKicK tKe 
trafficker useG tKe cKilGren to coerce tKem into engaging in commercial sex� 2ne participant GescriEeG KoZ 
sKe Zent Irom Ialling in loYe ZitK Ker trafficker anG KaYing Kis EaEy to Ieeling compelleG to sell sex� SKe 
saiG� Ȋ$nG tKen itȇs like� ΖȇYe Eeen IorceG to Ee out tKere� Since Ζ KaYe Kis EaEy� >Eecause@ Ke makes it seem 
like, ‘Oh, we’re a family. So we need this. We need to do this as a family’” (Female, 23). 

TKis pKenomenon� oI recruitment anG entry into tKe sex traGe Ey so-calleG ȊRomeo pimps�ȋ Kas Eeen Zell-
GocumenteG in prior stuGies oI sex trafficking �%ullens 	 Yan +orn� 2002� 'uncan 	 'e+art� 20��� EEerKarG 
et al�� 20��� 0artin 	 3ierce� 20���� TKis strategy seems to Ee eectiYe EeyonG recruitment oI Yictims: many 
participants in this study reported staying involved in sex work longer than they wanted to and having 
Gifficulty exiting Eecause tKey Ielt tKey Zere in loYe ZitK tKeir traffickers� 

Voluntary Entry That Becomes Nonvoluntary

When asked whether their entry into sex work was voluntary, many participants described a pattern 
in which they voluntarily agreed to engage in sex work initially, but either gradually or quickly found 
themselves in a situation where their involvement in sex work was no longer voluntary. One participant 
described how this transition happened to her:

“It was voluntary and then like slowly shifted to not voluntary. Or like, at first, he was 
like, ‘If you wanna do it, you can do it. If you don’t, you don’t.’ And then it was, ‘You need 
to make this much money while I’m at work.’ And he would check up, like texting all 
day while he is at work. ‘How much money have you made? How much money have you 
made?’ And then it was, ‘You’re gonna work tonight and you’re gonna make this much 
money.’” (Female, 29)
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TKe metKoGs tKat interYieZees GescriEeG traffickers using to compel tKeir continueG engagement in sex 
Zork YarieG anG are GocumenteG in otKer cKapters oI tKis report� %ut ZKen askeG to reȵect on ZKetKer 
their entry to sex work was voluntary, many respondents described situations like this, in which they felt 
that they made a voluntary decision to enter sex work, but the actual experience was not what they thought 
it would be like and that at some point, they did not feel that they could leave if they wanted to.  

Compelled Entry due to Financial Circumstances or Necessity 

It was very common for respondents to describe feeling compelled to begin sex work because of dire 
ȴnancial circumstances or necessity� 2ne participant saiG� ȊΖ Zanna say most oI tKe time Ζ really GiGnȇt 
wanna do it. I did it because of having to survive and feeling like that’s the only way to make money” 
(Female, 32). A number of participants entered sex work because they needed money or were homeless. 
Some explicitly mentioned beginning sex work to support their children. At least six participants mentioned 
leaving group homes or foster care and entering the sex trade. Some participants describe their entry into 
sex work as driven by a drug addiction. These vulnerabilities may have made these interviewees attractive 
targets Ior traffickers: it is easy to unGerstanG ZKat tKey neeG anG KoZ EaGly tKey neeG it anG to take 
advantage of that. As one respondent described,

“Uh, it was more—not voluntary. It was more situational. If that makes sense. Like, I didn’t 
have nowhere to go. I didn’t have nobody to help me. Love me. Be there for me. It was 
more like situational. They made me feel loved. They made me feel safe and gave me a 
place to stay wherever they were staying.” (Female, 27)

TKe experiences oI tKis group oI surYiYorsȃtKose ZKo enter sex Zork Eecause oI ȴnancial imperatiYe or 
other life circumstances—demonstrate an important opportunity for intervention and prevention. It is likely 
tKat� iI oereG KealtKier alternatiYes to sex Zork tKat ZoulG meet tKeir pressing neeGs� many ZoulG opt Ior 
those alternatives. 

Entry by False Recruitment

Less frequent, but still reported by some interviewees, was the experience of being recruited for something 
other than sex work and then being forced to sell sex. Within our study sample, there were participants 
who described being recruited for doing escort work, selling drugs, dancing, cleaning or doing housework, 
and caring for children. These individuals recall being genuinely tricked into a situation in which they 
KaG to sell sex� False recruitment oers KaYe oIten Eeen recogni]eG as a strategy useG in recruiting 
Ioreign national Yictims oI sex anG laEor trafficking anG Eringing tKem to neZ countries to Zork �'emir 
& Finckenauer, 2010; Owens et al., 2014; Silverman et al., 2007). It is important to recognize that this 
Geception also Kappens to Gomestic Yictims oI sex trafficking� 
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Entry by Force

Rarely, participants reported having entered sex work by force. Three participants described being 
kidnapped or abducted and forced to sell sex. One participant described how this happened to her when 
she was a teenager. 

“My friend at the time was like, ‘Do you wanna go smoke weed with my cousins?’ So I 
was like oh yeah, it’s fine…. So we were driving and I realized like, we’re going really far. I 
was like, why are we on the freeway? And they’re like, ‘So this is what’s going to happen. 
You’re gonna make 1.5k or we’re not going to take you home.’... So I ended up working 
until like four in the morning.” (Female, 19) 

TKis participantȇs account oI Ker kiGnapping is proEaEly Gierent Irom ZKat tKe Yast maMority oI tKe puElic 
imagine when they think about a person being kidnapped and forced into sex work. To provide better 
prevention opportunities and improved care for people who have experiences like this, it is important to 
close tKe gap EetZeen perceptions oI trafficking anG tKe reality� 

Summary and Recommendations

Participants shared various accounts of how they entered into sex work. Some felt they entered completely 
voluntarily and some felt they entered completely involuntarily—but most participants described an 
experience tKat Iell someZKere in tKe miGGle� EectiYe policies to preYent sex trafficking ZoulG Iocus on 
the experiences of those who may fall closer to the middle of this spectrum: those vulnerable to false 
promises of love or employment or those who are compelled to enter sex work because they need a place 
to stay or a way to feed themselves or their children. Prevention strategies would include improved social 
safety nets for vulnerable people, especially those with children, as well as free and accessible economic 
empowerment and drug treatment programming. Curricula for young people focused on online safety 
strategies might also help prevent the recruitment of young people through dating websites and social 
media. 
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CHAPTER 8
VICTIM AND TRAFFICKER NETWORKS 
AND OPERATIONS

StuGy participants GescriEeG a EroaG array oI relationsKips among anG EetZeen traffickers� Yictims� anG 
others in commercial sex. In some situations, victims were isolated from others; in others, victims were 
closely connecteG ZitK tKe traffickersȇ social netZorks or KaG strong relationsKips ZitK eacK otKer� $t 
times� trafficking operations inYolYeG traYel outsiGe oI Sacramento� 1ext� Ze GescriEe tKe cKaracteristics 
oI traffickers anG tKeir social netZorks� relationsKips among Yictims oI a trafficker anG otKer people in tKe 
life, and any movement or travel for the purpose of commercial sex. We conclude with recommendations 
Ior Iuture researcK tKat is neeGeG to Eetter unGerstanG tKe composition anG operations oI trafficking 
networks.

Description of Traffickers

Sex trafficking surYiYors ZKo participateG in tKis stuGy Zere askeG to GescriEe any traffickers unGer ZKose 
control they had worked, with a focus on those within the past 5 years in Sacramento County. Participants’ 
experiences YarieG Irom limiteG inYolYement ZitK a single trafficker to long-term inYolYement ZitK multiple 
traffickers� TKese Gescriptions tenGeG to Iocus on general cKaracteristics� sucK as tKe traffickerȇs race� 
gender, and age. 

TKe race anG age oI traffickers Zere as YarieG as tKose oI tKe stuGy participants� $ltKougK most oI tKe 
traffickers GescriEeG Zere male� seYeral interYieZees KaG Eeen traffickeG Ey a Iemale� $ couple participants 
GescriEeG Iemale traffickers ZKo appeareG to Ee Zorking ZitK otKer inGiYiGuals� eitKer ZitK men or otKer 
Zomen at massage parlors� $ couple responGents GescriEeG Iemale traffickers ZKo ZorkeG alone anG 
exploited their friendships or partnerships with the victim. As one respondent described, 
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“I have worked under a pimp, but not anymore. And at the time, I didn’t view—it was a 
female. I didn’t view her as a pimp at the time. I thought she was my friend, because she 
would take me to go get my hair done. She would take me to go get my nails done to get 
costumes, and she would drag me to my appointments. And so I viewed her as just like a 
friend putting me up on game, trying to help me put money in my pockets, but it wasn’t 
until after she started beating me and that I had to escape from her that I realized that 
she basically was a pimp.” (Female, 22)

Social Networks of Traffickers

StuGy participants Zere askeG to GescriEe tKe traffickersȇ netZorks oI Iamily� IrienGs� anG otKer associates� 
Knowledge about those networks varied, such that some interviewees had no knowledge of or contact with 
otKers in tKe traffickerȇs circle anG otKers Zere closely connecteG ZitK tKose inGiYiGuals� 3articipants ZKo 
KaG knoZleGge or contact ZitK tKe traffickerȇs IrienGs anG Iamilies GescriEeG inGiYiGuals Ialling into tZo 
broad categories: (1) pimps, drug dealers, and gang members; and (2) socially conventional. 

Limited Knowledge of or Contact With Trafficker’s Network

Some interYieZees KaG little knoZleGge oI anG no contact ZitK tKeir traffickersȇ Iamilies� IrienGs� anG 
associates� TKis incluGeG situations ZKere tKe trafficker intentionally isolateG tKem� not alloZing tKem to 
communicate or interact with his family and friends at all. As one interviewee described,

“I’m [PIMP]’s lady. I’m his girl. I don’t speak to his friends. I don’t, I have no relationship 
with his friends. We don’t wine and dine. We don’t go out. His friends don’t talk to me. His 
friends don’t talk to none of us. When I say us, I told you it was like 12, maybe 15, of us. 
You know, it’s just us girls and it’s like a meeting in a ladies’ room, you know? We don’t 
see them. It’s like we can’t talk to anybody if it’s not a trick, a gentleman, a Joe, a Don, 
you know? We just don’t. We don’t. We don’t because if we do, then, it could be a bad 
situation. You know, it could be beat up, jumped on, you know?” (Female, 34)

Similarly� anotKer stateG� ȊΖ GiGnȇt KaYe any interactions ZitK tKem� Ζ coulGnȇt ȇcause Ζ >am@ Kis propertyȋ 
(Female, 33). Some participants reported that they would get in trouble if they even smiled at one of the 
traffickerȇs IrienGs� so tKere Zas no interaction� 

2tKers GescriEeG casual� Eut restricteG� interactions ZitK tKe traffickerȇs social netZork� Ζn tKese situations� 
tKe Yictim may Ee in pKysical proximity ZitK tKe traffickerȇs people Eut not Ee alloZeG to communicate 
ZitK tKem� For example� ȊΖI you look at ȇem or talk to tKem� youȇre out oI pocketȐ� So you KaYe to sit tKere 
and not stare right there or look and shut up or gonna get… your ass beat” (Female, 27). One reason 
Ior restricteG communication ZitK tKe traffickerȇs Iamily anG IrienGs is tKat tKey are also pimps� Ζn tKese 
situations� tKere is Iear tKat tKe Yictims may Ee taken Ey anotKer trafficker� $s one participant GescriEeG 
it: ȊSo� Ζ GiGnȇt say too mucK Eecause anytime a pimp tKinks anotKer pimpȇs going to take Kis Zoman� sKe 
Eetter not talk to Kim� TKereȇs going to Ee proElems� $nG you knoZ tKat� rigKt"ȋ �Female� �0�� Sometimes� 
Yictims Zere aEle to interact ZitK tKe traffickerȇs Iemale Iamily IrienGs� Eut not tKe males� TKere appear to 
be implied rules about whom it is acceptable to interact with, as described by one interviewee:

“Or they have boyfriends or other pimps that was intimid[ated]—you know.... You can’t be 
around this guy, or but I would mingle with his people because he had such control. It was 
like you know if it’s a guy, you don’t talk to him. Only talk to the girls I bring you around, 
whether it’s my family or other hoes or whatever. So, I felt like he probably felt like he had 
it under control. I can mingle with his people because he knows she’s not going to talk to 
any of the guys. She’s not going to look at any of them. She’s loyal or whatever the case 
may be. So I was around his people, but my people hated him.” (Female, 27)
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Traffickers’ Networks

0ost oI tKe traffickers appear to KaYe sociali]eG primarily ZitK otKers inYolYeG in some type oI criminal 
actiYity� 0any oI tKe traffickersȇ associates� EotK Iamily anG IrienGs� Zere GescriEeG as pimps anG Grug 
Gealers� $ IeZ Zere GescriEeG as gang memEers� gang Eangers� or ȊtKugs�ȋ Some oI tKese IrienGs actiYely 
KelpeG tKe trafficker control anG surYeil Yictims� For example� 

“His friends are all pimps and they, when he’s not around, they watch you while he’s gone 
or they’ll count how many cars I’ve hopped in. Like, if I wanted to tell him that it’s slow, 
there’s no money out here, whatever. So he leaves to go get money from the other girls or 
something so I could make some money to get away. His idiot friends told him how many 
cars I’ve been in. They counted my cars. They count. They even followed me to where I 
did my dates. They even double teamed me to talk shit about me in the freaking garage 
where I lived.” (Female, 32)

Ζt is not alZays clear ZKetKer tKe IrienGs anG Iamily memEers ZKo KelpeG tKe trafficker GiG so inIormally 
on limited occasions or whether the operation was more formalized. Only a couple respondents explicitly 
mentioneG organi]ation� incluGing one reporting� ȊTKey KaYe eacK otKerȇs Eacks� Ζtȇs tKe most organi]eG 
tKing ΖȇYe eYer seen in my entire liIeȋ �Female� ���� $notKer saiG� Ȋ1o� Ke Zas not letting me go� +e KaG 
people, you know, he was kinda the head in that big organization” (Female, 58). Similarly, only a couple 
responGents mentioneG tKe trafficker KaYing a ȊEottomȋ �Ȋa Iemale appointeG Ey tKe trafficker�pimp to 
supervise the others and report rule violations” [Shared Hope International, 2022]).

Some oI tKe pimpsȇ Iamilies Zere also aZare oI anG actiYely inYolYeG in tKe trafficking� TKese reports 
IreTuently incluGeG Gescriptions oI traffickersȇ motKers ZKo Zere supportiYe oI tKeir sonsȇ actiYities� TKe 
support took Gierent Iorms� $ IeZ responGents mentioneG tKat tKe motKers ZitnesseG anG ignoreG 
inciGents oI Yiolence perpetrateG Ey tKeir sons� 2tKer support Ior trafficking actiYities incluGeG Kelping ZitK 
hair and make-up, renting cars and hotels when they would travel, and babysitting. A couple participants 
mentioneG Iamily inYolYement in ȴnances anG earnings relateG to tKe participantȇs sex Zork� For example� 
one participant described:

“She would tell him yeah, she should be getting this amount. And, um, tell like, when I got 
kicked out of [SHELTER], I had to move in with them. And they knew how much SSI is. And 
so she started charging me pretty much the full amount to where I would have like just a 
hundred dollars left and he would just let her.” (Female 26). 

Ζntergenerational pimping� sucK tKat traffickers Zere Eorn into Iamilies ZKo Zere inYolYeG in tKe liIe� Goes 
not appear to Ee uncommon� For example� a participant GescriEeG KoZ tKe trafficker Zas initiateG into 
pimping by his mother when he was a child: 

“So the family wasn’t no support or anything. That’s why I feel like he became that type of 
predator man that he is today. He said his mom uh made him pimp on his girlfriend when 
he was just like 12, 10 years old… told him that she can’t come over to my house unless 
she’s getting some money. So that’s, that’s what he said. That’s why he started doing uh, 
women wrong because his mom did him wrong.” (Female, 30)

/ess IreTuently� tKe traffickerȇs IrienGs or Iamily Zere GescriEeG as normal people appearing to KaYe regular 
MoEs anG no inYolYement in tKe liIe� Sometimes� traffickers KaG EotK criminal anG normal IrienGs� sucK as 
one ZKose Yictim reporteG� Ȋ+e KaG people tKat GiG ZKat Ke GiG� Eut tKen Ke KaG a lot oI people tKat Zere 
normal” (Female, 41). 
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Relationships Among Victims of a Trafficker

Interviewees were also asked about any relationships they had with others who were being 
traffickeG ZitK tKem� 0any participants reporteG tKat tKey Zere tKe only one Eeing traffickeG� :Ken tKere 
were other victims involved, the descriptions of the relationships fell into four main categories: nonexistent, 
casual and friendly, close friends, and jealous competitors.

TYPES OF RELATIONSHIPS AMONG VICTIMS
1.	 Nonexistent, isolated from other victims
2.	 Casual and friendly
3.	 Close friends, sisterly
4.	 Jealous competitors

Isolation From Other Victims

$ IeZ responGents saiG tKat tKey GiG not knoZ ZKetKer otKers Zere Eeing traffickeG� Some oI tKem 
suspected that there may have been others, but they were not sure and knew not to ask. For example, 

“There was one other girl initially when he first guided me. There was this other girl, and 
then, like I said, he had other stuff going on. So when he popped back in and had both 
feet in, you know what I’m saying? It was just me. I don’t know where she was at. She 
wasn’t even talked about, so I don’t know. And then there’s certain things that you don’t 
get to ask.” (Female, 33)        

2tKer participants reporteG tKat tKey Zere aZare tKat tKere Zere otKers Eeing traffickeG� Eut tKat tKey 
were isolated from them. Sometimes the isolation was complete, such that they were aware of, but had 
not met� anyone else Zorking unGer tKe trafficker� TKey Zere kept separate Eecause tKe trafficker GiG not 
Zant tKem talking to eacK otKer� $ participant GescriEeG KoZ tKis KappeneG to Ker: Ȋ+e GiGnȇt Zant me 
really talking to the other girls or, or anything. So he never really left me there by myself too much; when it 
was time to go, I’d go with him. So I didn’t never really get to know the other girls” (Female, 42). Other times, 
tKey KaG limiteG anG monitoreG contact ZitK eacK otKer� $s one participant noteG� Ȋ+e GiGnȇt alloZ us to 
communicate with each other…. Not for long periods of time. And everything had to be, like, monitored. He 
has to be there” (Female, 41). 

Casual and Friendly

Some interviewees described relationships with other victims that were causal, friendly, and cool. They got 
along ȴne Eut Zere not particularly close� For example� ȊΖtȇs not tKat Ze Iunk or anytKing� Ze Must cool� :e 
cool. We talk to each other, we clean up. It is just, we all cool” (Female, 26). Many interviewees provided 
similar, short descriptions of these casual friendships.

Close Friends, Sisterly 

Some participants described their relationships with other victims as being very close or sisterly. These 
Zomen KaG eacK otKerȇs Eacks anG EonGeG oYer tKeir sKareG experiences� For example� ȊΖtȇs tKat EonG 
under those kind of circumstances, because y’all both realize that… we both in the game, we together. So 
it’s like, you gotta, we gotta have each other’s back” (Female, 36). They would take care of each other in a 
variety of situations, including helping someone who had been injured or abused and sharing money when 
someone had not made enough. As one participant described:
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“I was basically the only Black female and the rest were white and he’d favor the white 
girls more than he’d favor me. I would get beat because I wouldn’t have enough money. 
And my coworkers would try to console me when he wasn’t around and they’d try and 
pass me money to build my bank, so I’d meet my quota.” (Female, 63)

These bonds may have even resulted in some women’s staying in the life longer. As one respondent 
recounteG� Ȋ:e got along great� 8m� Ze actually clickeG Yery Zell� SKeȇs proEaEly tKe reason Ζ stayeG Ior 
as long as I did, because how good we got along. Um, it was cool. Laid back chill until it was time for me to 
leave. Then it was not [laugh]” (Female, 31).

Jealous and Competitive

Despite close relationships in some circles, the bond of being in the same situation did not bring everyone 
together. As described by one participant:

“I didn’t really care about any of the other girls. Because I knew they didn’t care about me. 
It wasn’t that type of—and it was almost like a competition. So for me, yeah, he did this 
stuff to me, um, and he did it to the other girls too, but I wouldn’t say I cared about them.” 
(Female, 27)

*iYen tKe nature oI tKe Eusiness� it is not surprising tKat some relationsKips Zere Gifficult anG inYolYeG 
Mealousy anG competition among tKe Yictims� 2ne interYieZee recalleG� ȊΖt Zas kinG oI rocky� Ζ Ieel like 
everybody was jealous [of] each other” (Female, 24). Jealousy could arise over the amount of money earned 
or time spent ZitK tKe trafficker� For some� tKere Zas competition to earn tKe most money or make tKe 
trafficker Kappy� TKe Eeneȴts oI Eeing a KigK earner incluGeG Eeing treateG Eetter anG getting to spenG 
more time ZitK tKe trafficker�

Relationships With Others in the Life

Study participants were also asked about friends or other people they could trust who were also in the life. 
Most respondents reported knowing others who sold sex, the majority of whom also worked for a pimp or 
otKer Iacilitator �one interYieZee saiG� Ȋȇcause itȇs against tKe rules to not KaYe oneȋ� Female� 2��� $notKer 
suggesteG tKat Eeing a ȊrenegaGeȋ �i�e�� someone ZitKout a pimp� is rare anG� ZKen it Goes Kappen� it Goes 
not last long Eecause ȊEitKer tKe pimp comes Eack anG ȴnGs you� you giYe in Eecause you neeG Kelp� or 
something doesn’t go right, or you’re lonely and you miss this guy. So it doesn’t really last long when people 
do, do that” (Female, 27).
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Descriptions of these relationships suggested that some individuals either had nobody they could trust or 
that their relationships were primarily work related. Many interviewees reported having no close friends 
or anybody they could trust while they were involved in commercial sex. Sometimes, this situation was 
Eecause tKe traffickers ZoulG not alloZ tKem to KaYe IrienGs� so tKey Zere extremely isolateG� EYen iI tKey 
KaG gooG IrienGs at some point� tKey may KaYe Eeen cut o Irom tKem Ey tKe trafficker� $s one participant 
described it:

“It was just, um, there’s a few people that, um, that I knew that was into it before I met 
him. Um, but then he cut all ties off, but like every now and then I’d sneak like, and, and 
like call ’cause I have a good friend. Um, who’s, she’s still into it to this day and um, that 
I would sneak and communicate with and, and stuff. But not much though ’cause he 
monitored everything. I couldn’t even really have my cell phone.” (Female, 42)

$notKer suggesteG tKat sKe coulG not trust anyone Eecause oI tKe nature oI tKe liIe: Ȋ:ell� you canȇt really 
trust anyone doing sex work ’cause I mean they’re really out to, for themselves to make their money. And so 
I wouldn’t say that I had anyone that I could trust” (Female, 42).

Despite this general lack of trust, many interviewees described friendly relationships with others who were 
selling or trading sex. For example, 

“People that I wouldn’t say I would take ’em to a chicken fight or leave ’em alone with 
my kids or anything. But you know, you do, you do tend to gravitate towards some 
people. There is still… some positive people out here, but that doesn’t necessarily mean 
I trust them or I, um, you know, but I, you know, I know what to say. Well, not to say.” 
(Female, 47)

These were frequently people they knew from the blade (a street with high levels of commercial sex 
activity) or through other friends or pimps. These casual relationships were primarily work related. As 
one interYieZee GescriEeG it� ȊΖ ZoulGnȇt say >Ζ@ trust tKem� Ζ KaG people tKat Ζ coulG� you knoZ� Go GouEles 
with or maybe travel with. It was all business, but it wasn’t no choice. They weren’t people that I trusted” 
(Female, 31).

Fewer respondents reported having closer connections with friends in the life such that they watched each 
other’s back. For example, 

“So I called ’em, like my HPs, they’re called hoe partners or whatever. Um, I have probably 
like three or four that I communicate on a day-to-day basis. They, some have folks, some 
don’t, um, we have good connections. We just travel, state to state. Sometimes we’ll meet 
up, sometimes we’ll just tell each other about locations, sometimes, um, we’ll tell each 
other about bad dates or bad people, bad pimps, you know, all types of stuff like that. It’s 
really just a little, our own little community to not be judged or feel awkward.” (Female, 22)

Travel for Commercial Sex 

In addition to gathering information about the networks of individuals involved in commercial sex and 
trafficking� Ze also askeG interYieZees ZKetKer tKey traYeleG to sell sex� TraYeling outsiGe oI Sacramento 
County was common, but some respondents reported working only within the county. When individuals 
were moved around, it was most frequently to surrounding communities in California, such as the Bay 
Area, Los Angeles, and Oakland, as well as to Nevada, primarily Las Vegas and Reno. A smaller number of 
responGents recounteG traYeling outsiGe oI states in tKe 3aciȴc anG 0ountain :est� ZitK a IeZ mentioning 
some international travel. It appears that much of the regional travel was by car, and one respondent 
mentioneG $mtrak� Some responGents inYolYeG in longer Gistance traYel GescriEeG taking ȵigKts�
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The length of travel ranged from a single day to months and tended to vary depending on how much 
money Zas Eeing maGe� $s one responGent GescriEeG� ȊΖI it Zas like gooG money� like 2 Zeeks� um� 
sometimes a month. Um, but if it’s like bad money, then we would like change like either that day or every 
like week” (Female, 20). The selection of locations was based on prior knowledge of an area or information 
from others in the life. For example, 

“It really just depended. Um, he would, he would get a lot of his information on where 
to go from like other pimps that he knew and it, they’re friends of his. Um, so we would 
go and if the money was good, we would stay until it wasn’t good anymore. Um, but like, 
we go to Fresno, Stockton, LA, um, San Francisco, uh, Fresno was a good spot for a while. 
Um, so we frequented there often and would stay there for a cool amount of time.” 
(Female, 31)

For the most part, traveling was not described as dangerous and appeared to be a fairly common part of 
the industry. However, a couple interviewees recounted situations in which traveling resulted in their being 
stranGeG anG KaYing Gifficulty getting Kome� %eing in an unIamiliar area may make it more Gifficult to leaYe 
a bad situation. As one participant recalled,

“There was actually a time where, ’cause I’m I’m California born and raised. Um, so I’m 
pretty familiar with um California, but she took me, um, outta state and I was stuck out 
there for a month. She left me out there, came to pick me up like 2 weeks later and we 
came to [Sacramento] for like 2 days and then we ended up going back to Reno or um, 
to like outta state and um, she ended up like being abusive towards me and like beating 
me up. She was beating me with a belt. And so I fled and I was just stuck out there for 
2 weeks, um, doing drugs and just hanging out with men, not eating or showering or 
sleeping too much, just really lost. And um, one day I woke up and I was just like tired of 
living like that. So I had to sleep with this one dude for money to get back to California. 
And so mind you, I was actually, the goal was to go out there to be busting dates, to be 
making money. Well, I only made one client out there because like I said, I really didn’t 
want to do it.” (Female, 22)

Summary and Recommendations

Traffickers YarieG suEstantially regarGing age anG race� KoZeYer� most Zere male� Traffickers sometimes 
isolateG tKeir Yictims sucK tKat tKey KaG little or no contact ZitK tKe traffickersȇ associates� otKer Yictims� or 
otKers in tKe liIe� :Ken interYieZees GiG KaYe knoZleGge oI tKe traffickersȇ social netZorks� tKey reporteG 
tKat tKe traffickers typically associateG ZitK otKers in tKe liIe� altKougK some KaG more conYentional Iamily 
anG IrienGs� :Ken traffickers KaG multiple Yictims� tKe relationsKips among tKe Yictims Zere Yariously 
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described as nonexistent, casual and friendly, close, or jealously competitive. Relationships among 
interviewees and others involved in commercial sex more generally (i.e., not co-victims) tended to be work 
related and characterized by a general lack of trust.

TKe ȴnGings suggest tKat pimping� Gealing Grugs� anG engaging in otKer criminal actiYities are normatiYe 
in many oI tKe traffickersȇ social circles� TKere are no easy solutions Ior Ereaking tKis cycle� RatKer� policies 
that ameliorate the root causes of many forms of crime, such as adverse childhood experiences and family 
anG interpersonal Yiolence� may Ee neeGeG to preYent inGiYiGuals Irom seeing trafficking as a logical Zay 
to earn a liYing� $GGitional researcK IocuseG on traffickers is neeGeG to Kelp inIorm tKe GeYelopment oI 
trafficker-orienteG preYention anG interYention strategies�

TKe social isolation reporteG Ey some Yictims may make leaYing a trafficker particularly Gifficult� TKis is 
described in more detail in Chapter 9. 



55  Estimating Sex Trafficking in Sacramento County: Final Report - 2022

CHAPTER 9
EXITING THE LIFE OR LEAVING 
A TRAFFICKER

$mong stuGy participants� tKe circumstances oI leaYing a trafficker or a trafficking situationȃZKetKer to 
Zork unGer a Gierent trafficker� to continue sex Zork on tKeir oZn� or to leaYe sex Zork altogetKerȃZere 
as YarieG as tKe trafficking experiences tKemselYes� 0ost stuGy participants IaceG complex anG Gifficult 
Earriers to exiting tKeir trafficking situation� TKe Zays in ZKicK stuGy participants Zere aEle to moYe aZay 
Irom tKeir traffickers YarieG� Some participants leIt tKe situation passiYely� as a result oI circumstance� 
Other participants had to take a more proactive approach. This chapter begins with an overview of the 
most-reporteG Earriers to leaYing a trafficker� Ζt next GescriEes tKe circumstances unGer ZKicK surYiYors 
Zere aEle to leaYe tKeir trafficking situation� ZKetKer actiYely or passiYely� anG concluGes ZitK a Giscussion 
oI relateG recommenGations tKat may support sex trafficking surYiYors as tKey naYigate exiting tKe liIe or 
leaYing tKeir traffickers� 

Barriers to Exit

Sex trafficking surYiYors ZKo participateG in tKis stuGy GiscusseG Yarious pKysical anG situational Earriers 
to exiting a trafficking situation or leaYing a trafficker� TKe six most commonly reporteG Earriers to exiting 
trafficking Zere ��� Yiolence or tKreats oI Yiolence against tKe Yictim� �2� tKreats oI Yiolence against tKeir 
loYeG ones� ��� lack oI otKer personal relationsKips� lack oI a place to go� or EotK� ��� tKe traffickerȇs 
possession of the victim’s documents, other valued possessions, or money; (5) physical restraint or lack of 
permission to leaYe� anG ��� romantic attacKment to tKe trafficker� 



56   Estimating Sex Trafficking in Sacramento County: Final Report - 2022

REPORTED BARRIERS TO LEAVING A TRAFFICKER
1.	 Violence or threats of direct violence
2.	 Threats of violence against their loved ones
3.	 Romantic attachment to the trafficker
4.	 Lack of other personal relationships, a place to go, or both
5.	 Trafficker’s possession of documents, other valued possessions, or money
6.	 Physical restraint or lack of permission to leave

Violence or Threats of Violence

$mong tKe most common Earriers to exit Irom trafficking Zas tKe use oI Yiolence or tKreats oI Yiolence 
to compel surYiYors to stay in tKe trafficking situation� 0any responGents reporteG pKysical anG sexual 
Yictimi]ation at tKe KanGs oI tKe trafficker� anG tKougK tKere Zas some Yariation in ZKat Zas reporteG� 
tKe aEuse GescriEeG Zas typically seYere� SeYeral responGents reporteG Eeing rapeG Ey tKeir traffickers� 
0any GescriEeG pKysical assaults� some so seYere tKat tKey resulteG in permanent Gisȴgurement� $s 
one responGent saiG� Ȋ+e >trafficker@ ZoulG Eecome Yery Yiolent� +e ZoulG� you knoZ� Ereak my tKings� 
Gamage my property� +e ZoulG slap me� puncK me� cKoke me� spit on me� TKroZ stu on meȐ� +e ZoulG 
>Ereak@ into my Kouse� $ll types oI stuȋ �Female� 2��� TKe Iear oI Yiolence or tKe ongoing tKreat oI Yiolence 
compelleG many surYiYors to stay ZitK tKeir traffickers�

The threat of being killed was very real for participants. One interviewee described what happened when 
she did attempt to leave. 

“I left once. And then it was like, when he caught me… it was bad. I was going to die, you 
know, slapping my face with a pistol. He told me he had killed me…. I remember I was out 
for a few days… and then when I woke up… my lip was up to my nose and my face was all 
messed up. I couldn’t see good…. I didn’t think about leaving [again]. I might, you know, 
tell somebody else, you know, don’t get involved with this. But I didn’t think about leaving. 
I just did what I was fucking told.” (Female, 60)

For otKers� eYen iI tKey Zere not a Girect recipient oI Yiolence at tKe KanGs oI tKeir pimp or trafficker� 
oEserYing Yiolence against otKers serYeG as a poZerIul Geterrent to attempting to leaYe tKeir traffickers� $s 
reported by a participant, 

“The other girls, they pretty much got beat up and I saw it and I watched it and I heard 
about it and I didn’t want that to happen to me. So I was like, most of these girls’ stories 
[were] they were trying to leave, where they were tired. They wanted to go back home 
now that they didn’t have the freedom that they thought they would, and I didn’t want 
that to happen to me. So I was like… if I try to leave, he’s going to beat me up and I don’t 
want to get beat up.” (Female, 29)

Understandably, experiences with direct or indirect victimization diminished participants’ feelings of 
autonomy anG control as tKey naYigateG Gecisions arounG leaYing traffickers�

Threats of Violence Against Loved Ones

Ζt Zas also common Ior participants to report tKat traffickers ZoulG use tKreats oI Yiolence against tKeir 
parents� cKilGren� or otKer loYeG ones� $s GescriEeG in CKapter �� tKe sex trafficking surYiYors incluGeG in 
tKis stuGy KaG Yarying relationsKips ZitK tKeir traffickers� anG tKose relationsKips Girectly relateG to tKe leYel 
of fear and credibility that could be associated with threats of violence against loved ones. 



57  Estimating Sex Trafficking in Sacramento County: Final Report - 2022

SurYiYors ZKo reporteG tKat tKeir traffickers KaG tKreateneG tKeir loYeG ones sometimes GescriEeG KoZ 
tKeir traffickers ZoulG learn ZKere tKe surYiYorsȇ Iamilies liYeG� $t least one participant GescriEeG tKis as an 
intentional act Guring tKe grooming stage� ZKen tKe surYiYor trusteG tKe trafficker� EeIore Ke KaG exKiEiteG 
any signs of violence or control. 

Sometimes tKreats ZoulG Ee maGe against a cKilG tKat a surYiYor sKareG ZitK tKe trafficker� ZKicK Zas 
complicateG Ior surYiYors� +aYing a cKilG togetKer complicateG tKe calculation arounG leaYing tKe trafficker� 
as some participants described the decision as not only being about their own situation with forced or 
coerced involvement in commercial sex, but also needing to factor in their child’s relationship with their 
father. One participant described threats made against her and her child:

“He would say that he would harm other people. So… he would tell me, ‘Oh, if I ever see 
you with someone else or you bring them around our baby, I’m gonna shoot you and him.’ 
And he would stand in front of me and demonstrate how he was gonna boom, boom, 
boom…. I started to see that it was really serious.” (Female, 26)

Romantic Attachment to Trafficker

$s Kas repeateGly Eeen reporteG in researcK on sex trafficking exploitation� tKis stuGy IounG tKat surYiYors 
IreTuently Ielt tKat tKey Zere in loYe ZitK tKeir traffickers� especially early on in tKeir relationsKips �%ullens 
& van Horn, 2002; Duncan & DeHart, 2019; Eberhard, Frost & Rerup, 2019; Martin & Pierce, 2014). A 
common narratiYe arounG participants ZKo GescriEeG romantic attacKments to tKeir traffickers as a Earrier 
to exiting tKe trafficking situation Zas tKat tKe relationsKip EetZeen tKe surYiYor anG trafficker Eegan 
gently, sometimes following the same pattern of a more typical romantic relationship, later followed by the 
use of violence and other methods of coercion to compel the sexual exploitation of the survivor. These 
participants IaceG particular Gifficulty in leaYing tKeir traffickers� as tKeir ties to tKe situation Zere emotional 
and not purely situational. 

Social Isolation and Lack of a Place to Go

:Ken askeG ZKy tKey GiGnȇt leaYe tKe trafficking situation earlier tKan tKey GiG� many participants stateG 
that they didn’t have anywhere to go. Participants frequently discussed troubled, tarnished, or nonexistent 
relationships with their families. Some expressed shame about returning home to their families because 
their loved ones knew that they had been involved in commercial sex. For some participants, this was 
a result oI tKeir trafficking experienceȃsome participants GescriEeG KaYing tKeir personal cell pKones 
conȴscateG anG not Eeing alloZeG to leaYe to Yisit Iamily� Ζn tKose cases� tKe trafficker useG isolation as 
a method of control. For other participants, their alienation from their families may have served as a risk 
Iactor Ior inYolYement in commercial sex in tKe ȴrst place� 

Trafficker’s Possession of Money or Important Possessions

$notKer common reason tKat participants gaYe Ior not leaYing tKe trafficking situation sooner tKan tKey 
GiG Zas tKat tKe trafficker KaG possession oI important Gocuments or otKer EeloYeG possessions� $lmost 
alZays� tKe trafficker also KaG all oI tKe money tKat tKe surYiYor KaG maGe selling sex� $s one participant 
described, 

“I knew I could leave. I just didn’t [have] nowhere to go. I was free to leave, but they made 
sure that they had control of everything. So if I left, I had nothing to take with me. So I 
would have to come back. So I was free to leave. They wouldn’t care ’cause they know I’m 
gonna be right back. Both of them kept all my money in their bank account. So when I 
left, I left with nothing.” (Female, 27)
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Physical Restraint or Lack of Permission to Leave

Least commonly reported, but still described by some participants, was the use of physical restraints to 
keep them engaged in commercial sex. One participant described living in a room that had a deadbolt that 
required a key on both sides, meaning she could not open the door to leave even if she wanted to. Other 
participants mentioneG Eeing unGer constant surYeillance Ey tKe trafficker or someone in Kis netZork� 
which prohibited them from walking away at will. One participant went so far as to describe those providing 
surYeillance as security guarGs� $s sKe GescriEeG� Ȋ+e KaG security guarGs at Kis Iront GoorȐ anG Ze coulG 
only leave out when it was time to go work. They would bring us food… but we weren’t able to go outside in 
the daytime, see our family, nothing” (Female, 26). 

Proactive Attempts to Leave

'espite tKe circumstances GescriEeG aEoYe� most stuGy participants KaG leIt tKeir traffickers� anG Ey tKe 
time of the interviews for this study, had also stopped sex work altogether. This study sought to understand 
ZKen anG KoZ stuGy participants Zere aEle to leaYe traffickers� :e IounG tKat tKere Zere tZo EroaG Zays 
tKat stuGy participants leIt tKeir trafficking situations: eitKer actiYely or passiYely Eecause oI a cKange in 
circumstances. 

Among those who took a proactive approach to leaving, several themes emerged. First, it was common for 
an event to trigger the decision to leave. Among our study participants, these events included experiencing 
extreme violence, becoming pregnant, or simply having the opportunity to get away. When describing how 
they managed to get away, study respondents mainly described relying on formal services (e.g., service 
providers or law enforcement) or informal supports (e.g., friends, family, sometimes even sex buyers). 
Rarely� responGents GescriEeG incapacitating tKeir traffickers to Iacilitate an escape� 

MAIN TRIGGERS AND STRATEGIES FOR PROACTIVE LEAVING
Triggers for Leaving
• Extreme act of violence
•	 Becoming pregnant
•	 Opportunity emerges to leave

Proactive Strategies to Leave
•	 Use of formal services or supports, such as service providers, police
•	 Use of informal supports, such as friends and family
•	 Rarely, incapacitating the trafficker
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Trigger to Leave: Extreme Violence

2ngoing Yiolence at tKe KanGs oI a trafficker Zas commonly GescriEeG Ey participants� %ut ZKen askeG 
ZKat maGe tKem leaYe tKe trafficking situation ZKen tKey GiG� many participants GescriEeG experiencing 
more serious or brutal acts of violence or victimization that served as the impetus for leaving, with several 
participants fearing death if they did not leave. One participant described how this happened to her. 

“I was scared for my life. I mean, we fought all the time, but this particular night I like got 
the shit beat out of me, so bad. I thought I was near death. I thought this was the night I 
was going to die. I’ve never felt like that about any time we fought. I mean, I was scared of 
course, and yeah, in pain, but it never felt like, ‘Oh my god, is this the fucking moment?’… 
I called my mom, like, hysterical. Like, ‘Mom, please, anything. Please help me get home. I 
will never deal with this man again.’ And they got me home…. I knew from that moment I 
could never be around this guy again, because he is going to kill me eventually. He wants 
to. And if I make him mad enough, he will.” (Female, 27)

What happens next, after a survivor experiences violence like this, is critical because it seems to be an 
important window of opportunity for intervention. Some people, like the participant just quoted, relied 
on their families or informal support networks. Others used formal services, such as emergency room 
serYices or emergency policy response serYices� in ZKicK tKeir Yictimi]ation may or may not Ee iGentiȴeG� 
Understanding whom survivors call, where they go, and what they need immediately upon leaving 
situations like this is critical to developing better intervention and support strategies. 

Trigger to Leave: Becoming Pregnant

Less often, but still common among study participants, was deciding to get out of the life after learning that 
they were pregnant. This seemed to be a more complicated decision when the father of the baby was the 
trafficker� Eut among participants ZKo leIt tKe liIe aIter learning oI a pregnancy� many expresseG tKat tKey 
ZanteG to proYiGe tKeir cKilG ZitK a Gierent kinG oI liIe� 

Trigger to Leave: Opportunity to Escape

For seYeral participants� leaYing a trafficker Zas contingent on simply KaYing tKe opportunity� Some 
respondents planned their exit with one or more other victims working for the same person. Others sought 
Kelp Irom otKer people in tKeir liYes ZKen tKey Zere aEle to leaYe tKeir traffickers� Some participants talkeG 
about making plans to leave, whether that be by secretly saving money, hiding their belongings where they 
could easily pick them up after leaving, or coordinating with people who could help. Others did not have the 
opportunity to plan strategically but just left when they were able to. 
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Strategy to Leave: Use of Formal Services

Some participants discussed using formal services, such as community-based services, to facilitate their 
leaYing traffickers� Ζmportantly� participants neeGeG to knoZ aEout tKese serYice proYiGers anG ZKat tKey 
oereG in orGer to rely upon tKem Guring tKe act oI leaYing a trafficker or in tKe time sKortly tKereaIter� 
Some participants expressed that they needed to know that they could count on services beyond short-
term crisis response or emergency housing. One interviewee discussed how she might have left her 
situation earlier if she had had a better understanding of resources available that she could rely on for 
sustained assistance. She said it might have been helpful to know about resources to help get out of that 
situation ȊtKat Zerenȇt Must temporary� like Ior a nigKt or Eeing put on a Zaitlist� %ecause Ζ tKink tKose are 
the only things I ever heard of or found” (Female, 30).

Some participants Zent to laZ enIorcement to Iacilitate tKeir leaYing a trafficker� TKis act oIten IolloZeG a 
pKysical or sexual assault� $s one interYieZee sKareG� Ȋ+e Eeat me so seYerely tKat my KeaG sZelleG upȐ 
and I couldn’t take it anymore. And I turned him in to the police that time” (Female, 48). As discussed in 
CKapter �0� in some instances� going to laZ enIorcement Ior Kelp or assistance ZitK leaYing a trafficker 
does not feel like a viable option for survivors. This situation presents an important opportunity for 
improved response and intervention. 

Strategy to Leave: Use of Informal Supports

Far more common than relying on formal sources of help was the use of informal supports to facilitate 
leaYing a trafficker� 0ost commonly tKese inIormal sources oI support incluGeG Iamily anG IrienGs� TKougK 
some participants didn’t want their families to know that they were involved in commercial sex, some were 
able to disclose enough about their situation and need for help to actually leave. What that support looked 
like varied—sometimes the most critical support a survivor needed was transportation away from the 
trafficker� oIten to a Gierent city or state� FreTuently� surYiYors neeGeG to knoZ tKey KaG a place to liYe� 

Less commonly, interviewees relied on other people to help facilitate their escape from a pimp. Several 
respondents described using sex buyers to facilitate their escape, simply by having the buyer drop them 
o someZKere Gierent Irom ZKere tKey KaG Eeen pickeG up� TKere Zere also a IeZ responGents ZKo 
described the essential help of good Samaritans whom they did not know but were in the right place and 
the right time, who either picked them up and took them somewhere else or gave them clothes or other 
essential things that they needed to leave the pimp with no prior notice but given the opportunity. 

Strategy to Leave: Incapacitating the Trafficker

$ ȴnal strategy� GescriEeG Ey Must a IeZ participants� inYolYeG incapacitating a trafficker so tKat tKe surYiYor 
coulG leaYe� TKese interYieZees GescriEeG intentionally giYing tKe trafficker excessiYe amounts oI alcoKol or 
drugs so that they would be incapacitated enough that the survivor could leave. 
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Passive, Circumstantial Leaving

Sometimes leaYing a trafficker Zas not a purposeIul� planneG eYent� 0any interYieZees reporteG leaYing 
tKeir traffickers� or tKe commercial sex inGustry� Ey Yirtue oI cKanging circumstances� TKese circumstances 
most IreTuently inYolYeG incarceration oI eitKer tKe trafficker or tKe surYiYor� tKe GeatK oI tKe trafficker� or 
an actiYe Gecision Ey tKe trafficker to terminate tKeir relationsKip ZitK tKe surYiYor� 

COMMONLY REPORTED PASSIVE, CIRCUMSTANTIAL 
WAYS OF LEAVING A TRAFFICKING SITUATION

•	 Trafficker is incarcerated
•	 Survivor is incarcerated
•	 Trafficker dies
•	 Trafficker ends relationship

Trafficker Is Incarcerated

$ common Zay tKat interYieZees reporteG leaYing tKeir traffickers Zas tKat tKe opportunity arose ZKen 
tKe trafficker Zas incarcerateG� $mong tKose ZKo GescriEeG ZKat tKe trafficker Zas incarcerateG Ior� 
cKarges incluGeG trafficking-relateG oenses� sucK as pimping anG panGering� as Zell as otKer oenses� 
including homicide and drug-related charges. There were mixed feelings among those who left because 
tKeir traffickers Zere incarcerateG� Some Zere glaG to Ee aEle to escape tKeir trafficking situations� 2tKers 
Ielt Geeply committeG to tKe trafficker or as iI tKey KaG a romantic connection anG struggleG ZitK tKe 
separation. Often it took interviewees in this situation some time to realize that the situation was not what 
tKey ZanteG anG tKen tKey eitKer seYereG ties ZitK tKe trafficker or leIt commercial sex altogetKer� $s one 
participant rememEereG� ȊTKen Ke enGeG up going to prison Ior an extenGeG perioG oI time� $nG tKat 
actually helped me a lot because I was kind of like forced to move on” (Female, 26).

Survivor Is Incarcerated

Some interYieZees Zere arresteG anG spent time in eitKer Mail or prison ZKile tKey Zere still Eeing traffickeG� 
ZKicK serYeG as a point at ZKicK tKey cut ties ZitK tKe traffickerȃor tKe trafficker cut ties ZitK tKem� 2ne 
interYieZee saiG� ȊΖ got tireG oI Eeing Eeat up anG IorceG to KaYe sex anG Eeing Eroke eYen tKougK I was 
out there hoeing all day, and I just couldn’t take it anymore. So I eventually went to jail and got away from 
Kimȋ �Female� ���� $notKer recounteG� ȊSo Ζ Zas GriYing anG um� Ζ seen tKe unGercoYer cop anG Ζ starteG riGing 
behind him really close so that we would get pulled over and you’re like, Hey. And they cited me and released 
me right there. And I was just like, oh my God. I was hoping you would just take me to jail” (Female, 27).   
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$ltKougK tKere is some inGication Irom interYieZees tKat tKeir time EeKinG Ears oereG tKe opportunity 
to reȵect on tKe true nature oI tKeir relationsKip ZitK tKe trafficker as Zell as ZKetKer tKey actually ZanteG 
to continue to engage in commercial sex, it is not the case that incarcerating victims is a viable strategy to 
aGGress sex trafficking Yictimi]ation� TKese surYiYors are saGGleG ZitK tKe conseTuences oI criminal legal 
inYolYement Ior tKe rest oI tKeir liYes� ZitK important eects on tKeir employment� Kousing� anG otKer 
prospects� $ critical Tuestion� tKen� is ZKat types oI respite Ze can oer sex trafficking surYiYors tKat giYe 
them shelter and space from the demands of life, without the collateral consequences of an arrest record, 
particularly Ior tKose ZKose oenses are Girectly relateG to tKeir trafficking Yictimi]ation� 

Trafficker Dies

/ess IreTuently� tKe Zay tKat interYieZees leIt trafficking situations KingeG on tKe GeatK oI tKe trafficker� 
$s one interYieZee expresseG� ȊΖ ZoulG Kate to say tKat iI tKe >trafficker@ GiGnȇt pass aZay� Ζ ZoulGȇYe Eeen 
stuck forever like that to this day. I couldn’t imagine that. I was just lucky” (Female, 45). 

Trafficker Ends Relationship

/ast� some interYieZees GescriEeG tKe time ZKen tKey leIt tKe trafficker as KaYing Eeen not in tKeir oZn 
control� Eut in tKe traffickerȇs� TKe reasons tKat interYieZees gaYe Ior tKeir traffickersȇ seYering ties ZitK 
them were varied and included things like the survivor’s getting older, their looks changing, or their not 
getting along ZitK otKer Zorkers� Ζn a IeZ cases� traffickers enGeG tKeir relationsKips ZitK interYieZees Ior 
otKer reasons� 2ne interYieZee GescriEeG KoZ Ker trafficker Zas GriYing Ker car anG Kit someone on a 
Eike anG GroYe o� anG tKen got out oI Ker car anG sKe neYer KearG Irom Kim again� TKese more ranGom 
instances of permanent separation between victims and pimps were rare. 

Summary and Recommendations

Traffickers use many tactics to compel surYiYors to stay anG continue Zorking Ior tKem� $mong tKe most 
common are feigning love and care for survivors, using or threatening to use violence against the survivor 
or someone the survivor cares for, and controlling the survivor’s access to their belongings or money. 
Traffickers create anG exploit preexisting social YulneraEilities among surYiYors� encouraging social isolation 
Irom IrienGs anG Iamily ZKo ZoulG Ee aEle to Iacilitate a surYiYorȇs exit Irom tKe trafficking situation� :Ken 
survivors do leave, they do so either proactively or passively. Proactive leaving is often triggered by violent 
incidents, pregnancy, or simply an opportunity to leave. Passive leaving often happens because either the 
trafficker or surYiYor is incarcerateG or Eecause tKe trafficker Gies� %otK Iormal sources oI Kelp �e�g�� police 
and community-based victim service providers) and informal sources of help (e.g., friends and family) can 
play an important role in Kelping a surYiYor leaYe a trafficker or leaYe tKe sex traGe altogetKer� 

Ζmportantly� tKougK tKe criminal legal system anG its actors can Iacilitate a surYiYorȇs exit Irom a trafficking 
situation, criminal legal system involvement can also impede survivors’ social reintegration and success 
in rebuilding their lives. In particular, it is important to consider alternatives to arrest and incarceration 
oI surYiYors� as tKe collateral conseTuences oI Iacing criminal sanctions are Gifficult� iI not impossiEle� Ior 
survivors to overcome. 
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CHAPTER 10
ENCOUNTERS WITH LAW ENFORCEMENT

Study participants were asked about experiences they had being stopped, cited, or arrested by the 
police� incluGing ZKetKer tKey Zere screeneG Ior trafficking Guring tKese interactions� 0ore tKan KalI oI 
respondents reported having had an interaction with law enforcement. While some of these interactions 
were positive, others were not. In this section, we describe the nature of these interactions; victims’ 
assessment of them, whether positive or negative; and victims’ experiences of being screened by law 
enIorcement Ior trafficking� :e concluGe ZitK a Giscussion oI recommenGations Ior KoZ laZ enIorcement 
may Eetter support sex trafficking Yictims�

Nature of Law Enforcement Encounters

As shown in Table 10-1, over half of study participants reported having had an interaction with law 
enforcement. Encounters included being arrested or cited for prostitution (51.3%), being arrested or cited 
for another charge (2.6%), and being stopped or having some other interaction with law enforcement 
(1.9%). It is important to note that some participants may have had multiple interactions with law 
enforcement; however, we focused the interview on experiences they had while being arrested or cited for 
prostitution. The variable was coded so that an individual could fall into only one of the categories (i.e., no 
arrest� arresteG�citeG Ior prostitution� arresteG�citeG Ior otKer cKarge� or stoppeG or otKer interaction ZitK 
law enforcement). For example, an individual who reported being arrested for prostitution and having other 
laZ enIorcement interactions Zere coGeG only as� Ȋ<es� arresteG�citeG Ior prostitution�ȋ TKe otKer categories 
were used only if an individual reported not having an arrest or citation for another charge.
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Table 10-1. Nature of Law Enforcement Encounters

Arrests and interactions with law enforcement Number Percent

Total 86 55.8

     No arrest or interaction with law enforcement 68 44.2

     Yes, arrested/cited for prostitution 79 51.3

     Yes, arrested/cited for other charge(s) 4 2.6

     Stopped or other interaction with law enforcement 3 1.9

Victim Experiences With Law Enforcement

Victims reported various experiences with and perceptions of law enforcement. Descriptions of their 
interactions with law enforcement included both positive interactions, in which concern was shown, and 
negative interactions, when the victims were mistreated or exploited. In addition to the nature of their 
interactions ZitK tKe police� some GescriEeG tKe impact tKat arresting traffickers anG Yictims can KaYe�

Positive Encounters With Law Enforcement 

Some interviewees recounted stories of times that the police showed care or concern, even simply noticing 
tKe Yictimȇs emotional state� For example� Ȋ%ecause tKey can tell� TKey can tell tKat yesterGay you Zere 
Kappy or yesterGay you Zere maG� Eut toGay is sometKing Gierent� TKey pay attentionȋ �Female� ���� 
2tKers mentioneG laZ enIorcement oering to proYiGe Kelp� sucK as� ȊΖ KaG tKe police� nice police� tell me 
if you need help, just come here. We’ll talk about it” (Female, 58). Others recognized that the police could 
provide safety when, for example, they were trying to get away from a pimp. As one explained,

“I tried to go to the police plenty of times. The police is where it’s safe. I ain’t scared of the 
police. I’d be like, ‘Look, I’m running from my pimp. Can you help me? Can you put me in 
jail for a couple nights?’ It was like, ‘Well, we could hold you for up to 7 days.’ I said, ‘Yes, 
please.’” (Female, 32)

2tKer positiYe encounters centereG arounG screening anG resources oereG� ZKicK are GescriEeG later in 
this chapter.

Negative Encounters With Law Enforcement

Several interviewees recounted negative interactions with the police that involved mistreatment and 
exploitation� Some oI tKese encounters inYolYeG officers using Gisparaging anG Gemeaning language� 2ne 
interYieZee recounteG an experience oI Eeing GegraGeG anG eYen spit on Ey an officer in tKe KolGing cell:

“I ended up going to the jail, they put us all this holding cell and this one officer comes 
and he was like, ‘Look at my collection of whores’ and is like calling names and shit. And 
I’m hella close to the, um, the bars, and I was like, ‘What did you call me?’ And he was like, 
‘I called you a fucking whore.’ And he spit in my face. This is a cop.” (Female, 31)

Another participant described her rationale for not seeking help from the police, for fear of how she would 
be treated:

“No, no, the police did not help. The police did not help. No. The police… I’m afraid to even 
talk to the police too. You think you could go to the police and get help, but I think they’re 
in on it or something because they it’s like they’re crooked and they, they don’t really, 
they don’t care at all. They make fun of you and laugh at you.” (Female, 41)
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Other negative experiences included being robbed by law enforcement and being subjected to force that 
was beyond a reasonable necessity. For example,

“I was sitting at the bus stop and I was getting ready to cross the street and he [police] 
went by me and then he made a U-turn and came back and rode up on the sidewalk and 
told me, come here. And I was like, no, I’m going home. I was getting ready to go home, 
right? And he grabbed me by my arm, flung me on the car, put my hand behind my back 
and, um, put his body up against me like that. And I was trying to get him off me. And 
then it was just one big old, it was just a mess.” (Female, 54)

A few respondents reported being asked to provide sexual favors to police. In some of these situations the 
police solicited the victim for sex. A few even reported being asked to trade their freedom for sex. As one 
participant described, 

“So instead of asking me like, am I a victim of trafficking or anything like that, I get in one 
of the unmarked cars with my little handcuffs and the guy was like, ‘Well, we can resolve 
all of this right now. Um, you know, we can hit this corner.’ Basically, he wanted to trade 
sex for my freedom. I told him, ‘No,’ he got mad.” (Female, 31)

Impact of Arrest

Ζn aGGition to GescriEing tKeir personal encounters ZitK laZ enIorcement� some stuGy participants oereG 
their perspective on the impact of arrest on exiting the life (even though they were not directly asked for 
tKis inIormation�� Some oI tKese interYieZees recounteG KoZ tKe arrest oI tKeir pimp or trafficker KelpeG� 
or ZoulG KaYe KelpeG� tKem exit tKe liIe� For example� one responGent saiG� Ȋ:Kat coulG KaYe stoppeG it 
a long time ago would have been the police actually helping me when I reached out for help” (Female, 32). 
$notKer explaineG� ȊΖ Must Ielt like it Zas tKe Eest opportunity� 8m� it Easically tKe police got inYolYeG anG Ζ 
just kind of turned myself into the police like that to get away and he went to jail, so that’s kind of how I got 
out” (Female, 33). Another suggested that if pimps got in more trouble with the courts, they would be less 
likely to oenG� 

$ltKougK tKe arrest oI traffickers Zas GescriEeG as potentially KelpIul� a couple responGents noteG tKat 
tKeir police recorGs maGe it KarGer Ior tKem to get legitimate MoEs� $s one interYieZee explaineG� Ȋȇcause� Ζ 
mean, people look at my…. Sometimes I don’t even want, I was gonna try to get a job, but then I didn’t want 
people looking at my record” (Female, 60).

Screening for Sex Trafficking Victimization

Interviewees who reported having been cited or arrested for prostitution were also asked whether 
tKey KaG Eeen screeneG Ior sex trafficking Yictimi]ation Guring any oI tKose interactions� $s sKoZn in 
Table 10-2� nearly KalI ������� KaG Eeen screeneG Ior trafficking� 0ost oI tKeir screening experiences 
occurred in Sacramento in the past 5 years.

Table 10-2. Screening for Sex Trafficking Victimization

Screened for trafficking? Number Percent

Total 32 46.4

     No 37 53.6

     Yes, screened in Sacramento in past 5 years 29 42

     Yes, other time or place 3 4.3

Many participants who were not screened provided little detail about how they were treated instead. Some 
just noted that they had not been asked any questions. However, a few explained that they were treated 
poorly (as noted above). As one individual caught in a sting described, 
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“They just classified me as a hoe. They didn’t even have no regard or no care, like, ‘Oh, are 
you out here?’… Oh no, not a victim. No, not a victim. They were just like, ‘What are you 
out here for?’ And he was like, ‘We’ll let you go, just tell the truth.’ And I was just steady, 
lying and steady lying, like, but they, they, they, they put, they put me down for, for, for 
the intent.” (Female, 26)

$mong responGents ZKo Zere screeneG Ior trafficking Yictimi]ation Ey laZ enIorcement� tKree EroaG 
tKemes emergeG: ��� many Yictims reporteG KaYing lieG Guring screening to protect tKeir traffickers� 
(2) screening did not always prevent victims from being arrested or guarantee services; and (3) when 
resources were provided, they were not necessarily used. Several interviewees reported that they were 
screeneG� sometimes regularly� Eut tKey ZoulG lie to protect tKeir traffickers� TKese lies incluGeG tKings 
sucK as� ȊEut Ζ say Ke Zas Must giYing me a riGe� Eut tKey GiG askȋ �Female� ��� anG ȊΖ neYer let tKe police 
know that he was like my pimp, just that he was hitting me” (Female, 24). A couple interviewees said that 
laZ enIorcement kneZ tKey Zere pimpeG or traffickeG� Eut tKe Yictims still ZoulG not tell on tKeir traffickers� 
For example� ȊTKey kneZ it anG tKey ZanteG Kim so EaG anG Ζ ZoulGnȇt tell on Kimȋ �Female� ���� $notKer 
remembered, 

“They knew, they knew who I was running with. They always knew. Yeah. They always 
knew they wanted to know where he’s at. And is he still a pimping? Is he, you know, 
they would, they always acknowledge that, you know, and I would always lie and say he 
doesn’t pimp.” (Female, 62)

SURVIVORS’ EXPERIENCES WITH BEING SCREENED 
FOR HUMAN TRAFFICKING:

•	 Many lied during screening and denied victimization to protect traffickers
•	 Screening did not always prevent arrest or result in service connection
•	 If resources were provided, they were not necessarily used

$ IeZ responGents reporteG tKat screening Ior trafficking Yictimi]ation occurs Eut Goesnȇt result in any 
Kelp� For example� ȊTKey GiG >screen@� <es tKey GiG Go� Ζ Go rememEer tKat� TKey GiG ask you tKat� Eut 
they don’t do anything about it… and they don’t give you no papers for resource or nothing” (Female, 44). 
Some recounted incidents when they avoided jail because of the screening but were still booked and 
ȴngerprinteG� $s one interYieZee explaineG: 

“That was one of the first things they said this pass, go around. Um, they said they weren’t 
citing me because of whatever, like they weren’t gonna give me a ticket. I just had to 
appear in court and get booked or fingerprinted. But as far as like going to jail, they 
weren’t gonna do that ’cause they were looking for a pimp.” (Female, 22)

Other interviewees were provided with resources; however, they did not all use them at the time. One 
participant described just throwing the resources away:

“Yeah. One, one was in Rancho and I told ’em that I was being sex, I was human trafficking 
or whatever. And I had a black eye, I was with pimp number one. And um, they asked me, 
they, they asked me, did I want, they gave me hell of paper for programs and to help me 
or whatever. And they told me to reach out to these programs and they let me go. But 
they asked me, was he making me? And I said no and they let us both go and I just threw 
the papers away.” (Female, 27)
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Another explained that one downside of screening is that, even when resource lists are provided, the 
resources cannot necessarily accommodate everyone. Shelters may not have room, so victims end up 
having to sleep outside anyway. She further expressed the need for more safe places or homes, and that 
the assistance needs to be available when the individual needs it:

“But they need more safe havens…. Pretty young girls. Because some of ’em are doing it 
by forcing, some of ’em are doing it because that’s their daddy are, but there’s nowhere 
for them to run to, where can they go?... When the sun go down, then what?.... I just think 
they need to open up, somebody needs to open up a house for just young prostitutes, 
open up three or four rooms. Put bunk beds, military camp…. Whatever you gotta do. 
If these girls wanna go home, send ’em home. They wanna go to a program, make sure 
that they can get into one that they don’t have no idle time in between time because 
some people need that discipline. I needed it. I didn’t need no in between time. ’cause in 
between time I’m gonna go get home.” (Female, 47)

Summary and Recommendations

More than half of the interviewees had had at least one encounter with law enforcement. Although some 
of these encounters were experienced as positive by the victim, many were negative. Treating all people 
involved in commercial sex with dignity and respect is imperative. Treating members of this community 
with anything less can cause victims to avoid reaching out to law enforcement for help. It has been 
empirically GemonstrateG tKat an inGiYiGual officerȇs treatment oI a citi]en aects tKe citi]enȇs YieZs oI laZ 
enIorcement in its entirety anG it aects tKe puElicȇs Zillingness to report crime� tKis is also true oI Yictims 
oI sex trafficking �0a]erolle et al�� 20��� Tyler� 200�� Tyler 	 Fagan� 200��� -ust like inGiYiGuals suering Irom 
an addiction, individuals in the life may need multiple contacts before they are ready to seek the assistance 
they need. Demeaning victims may make them reluctant to seek help from law enforcement because of 
lack of trust. Treating victims with dignity and respect can help establish a foundation of trust for them to 
seek help when ready. It may also decrease the likelihood that they will lie to law enforcement to protect 
their pimp. Additionally, law enforcement and prosecutors should consider ways to build cases against 
traffickers tKat Go not rely on tKe cooperation or testimony oI Yictims� $ltKougK a IeZ oI tKe surYiYors 
interYieZeG Kere suggesteG tKey may ȴnG resolution tKrougK traGitional criminal legal responses� sucK as 
conYicting anG incarcerating traffickers� prior researcK suggests tKat sentiment is not uniYersal �<u et al�� 
2018). Alternative options, including restorative justice, may need to be considered.

Nearly half of the interviewees who interacted with law enforcement reported having been screened 
Ior trafficking� :Kile tKis numEer is a gooG start� eYery contact maGe ZitK inGiYiGuals ZKo sell or traGe 
sex is an opportunity to screen� 2nce screeneG Ior sex trafficking� no matter tKe outcome anG tKe laZ 
enIorcement officerȇs personal assessment� serYices anG resources sKoulG Ee oereG� 2nce again� altKougK 
tKat moment may not Ee tKe rigKt time Ior tKem to leaYe tKe liIeȃEecause oI saIety concerns� ȴnancial 
concerns� or otKer personal reasonsȃoering serYices on eYery contact can Kelp estaElisK a trusting 
relationship and educate victims on what resources are available for them should they decide to seek 
assistance. 
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CHAPTER 11
BARRIERS AND PATHWAYS TO SERVICES

Study participants were asked about their awareness of, pathways to, and experiences receiving services 
in the community. This chapter describes lack of awareness and other barriers that impede survivors’ 
access to services, and it outlines the common paths that lead survivors to services. We conclude with key 
recommendations.

Lack of Awareness

Many participants reported not being aware of services 
available in the community. Some survivors said they had not 
heard about services or providers, and some reported that it 
had not occurred to them that help might be available. One 
surYiYor explaineG� Ȋ1o� tKatȇs not sometKing Ζ tKougKt aEout� 
I never thought like, oh, I could go and get help somewhere. 
There would be a resource to help me. I never thought that” 
�Female� ���� Some responGents GescriEeG Eeing in ȊsurYiYal 
mode” and not thinking about seeking out formal help. 

“It was just, ‘Get the fuck up out of here. Run away.’ But it was never like, ‘Look for 
help.’ You know what I mean? I mean, it’s awesome that you guys [CASH] have all these 
programs now and all that, but that was never something that crossed my mind.” 
(Female, 33)

BARRIERS TO ACCESSING 
SERVICES
1.	 Many survivors were not aware

of available services
2.	 Survivors encountered many

barriers trying to access services
3.	 Survivors usually came to

services on their own, after
recommendation from friends
or family, or through system
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Similarly� anotKer surYiYorȇs Gescription exempliȴes KoZ extreme selI-reliance can Ee a Earrier to seeking 
help, which is consistent with some prior research (Labouliere et al., 2015; Ijadi-Maghsoodi et al., 2018).

“I never knew about no for services or programs…. I’m the type of person that I never 
expect nobody to do nothing for me ’cause nobody never did nothing for me…. So, I never 
asked nobody about a program or looked for a program.” (Female, 27)

/ack oI aZareness aEout serYices Zas a KinGrance Ior some responGents to leaYe tKeir trafficking 
situations� 2ne surYiYor saiG more outreacK is neeGeG anG noteG� ȊTKereȇs a lot oI times ZKen Ζ ZanteG to 
leaYe it� :Kere Zas Ζ gonna go"ȋ �Female� ���� $notKer surYiYor Zas askeG� iI sKe KaG knoZn oI serYices� 
ZKicK ZoulG KaYe Eeen KelpIul at tKe time oI tKeir trafficking situation� SKe replieG�

“Getting away, food, just having a spot to be by myself for a little bit. You know, someone 
to talk to, just to be in a different setting, to make you really think and analyze about 
what’s going on, and what your options are, because, I mean, if you did have somebody to 
talk to, or there was other ways for people like me who didn’t know about these things, 
then you would’ve gotten out of it a long time ago. If you had the choice to choose.” 
(Female, 28)

Barriers to Accessing Services

Of those aware of local service providers, many respondents said they had not tried to access services. 
Some responGents Zere unsure KoZ� as one responGent stateG� Ȋ1oEoGy eYer scKools you aEout Kelpȋ 
�Female� ���� Some surYiYors GiG not tKink tKey neeGeG Kelp� anG some reȵecteG tKat tKey Zere not reaGy 
or in the right mindset to engage or take advantage of services at the time they were available. 

“And honestly now I feel like now, you know, been going through the classes and looking 
back and a lot of stuff. Okay. Yeah. I could have used the help back then, but like back 
then, I wouldn’t have seen it like that. You know? So, like now I understand all the risk and 
all the, the stuff that I took, you know?” (Female, 22)

$ similar Earrier tKat responGents iGentiȴeG Zas a lack oI unGerstanGing oI tKeir trafficking situation �e�g�� 
not knoZing ZKat trafficking is� not recogni]ing tKeir oZn experience as trafficking� not unGerstanGing tKe 
severity), which made it hard to see services as useful.

“I never even thought about the situation being this way…. I didn’t look at it as a problem. 
I say I looked at it as a weird situation that I was in, but I didn’t, you know, you wouldn’t 
think you[r] girl being a pimp you know or anything like that?... It’s like, wow. Mind 
blowing. Is kinda like, I never knew, but I did know kind of situation.” (Male, 34)
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Some responGents reporteG tKat it can Ee KarG to get into programs �or Ȋsuper KarG�ȋ as one surYiYor saiG�� 
and eligibility criteria for services are too restrictive. One survivor—describing herself as single and without 
kids or substance use needs—said: 

“I didn’t qualify for anything…. Things have to get really, really bad for you to get any type 
of help. Like, not trying to, like, put a level of how bad things get on life, but you have to 
get to those points to get help.” (Female, 22)

OTHER LESS FREQUENTLY REPORTED BARRIERS 
•	 Inability to pay or the provider’s not taking Medi-Cal
•	 Waitlists and the lack of immediate or same-day help
•	 Short-term services (e.g., shelter for one night) but a need for long-term options
•	 Night services are not available: “That’s when things happen but they have nowhere to

go” (Male, 53)
•	 Too much red tape: “Why can’t you just tell ’em, ‘Hey, I need help,’ and you don’t have to

go through too much to get help?” (Female, 55)
•	 Concerns about trafficker hurting other people (e.g., program staff, participants)
•	 Concerns about privacy or confidentiality (e.g., being recognized because the survivor

knows people in the provider’s neighborhood)

It is worth highlighting the obstacles that study participants encountered accessing a particular local 
service provider because it was, by far, the provider that participants were most aware of. One barrier 
Zas a misperception aEout eligiEility reTuirements� speciȴcally tKat tKe organi]ation serYes only Zomen 
with children or, separately, only domestic violence victims. Although this is not true, some survivors cited 
these limits as a reason they did not try to access services from the organization. Another barrier was 
simply Gifficulty contacting tKe organi]ation� SurYiYors GescriEeG scenarios in ZKicK tKeir calls Zere not 
answered or returned or they had to call multiple times. One survivor described her experience calling 
tKe organi]ation aEout 2 montKs EeIore tKe interYieZ: ȊΖ contacteG tKem as Zell anG tKey tolG me tKeyȇG 
put me in their case management, but no one’s ever reached back out” (Female, 27). And another survivor 
explained,

“When I called [organization], it’s either they hang up or have to call back and then they 
just sit on the phone, like, talking and have a conversation and stuff. And I’m like, [what] 
type of services is this if you’re trying to, you know, get some help?” (Female, 32)

Several respondents also said they were told they would be put on a waitlist or that they were denied 
program enrollment� Some also GescriEeG KoZ tKis response negatiYely aecteG Iuture Kelp-seeking� 

“A lot of people told me to try [organization]. I would call them. They’d be like, you have 
to be on a waiting list and me on a waiting list? Like sometimes when, even when I spoke 
to people about situations that I’m in, like they wouldn’t think to take it serious unless I 
consistently call them. And that would be my thing, because I would just be like, okay, you 
can’t help me when I’m telling you, why would I have to keep calling you?” (Female, 27)

“I got discouraged with [organization], and they’re supposed to be, like, the top kind 
of thing. When they denied me, it kind of discouraged me from looking anywhere else 
because, man, if they’re gonna deny me of that, who else is gonna, they’re not gonna 
want me either, you know? So, it kind of discouraged me.” (Female, 44)
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Pathways to Services

For participants who did receive services, the common pathways included survivors’ seeking services on 
their own, after recommendation from a friend or family member, or through involvement with the criminal 
legal system or child protective services. Interestingly, participating in this study seemed to be a point of 
access Ior some surYiYors� TKey noteG tKat coming to C$S+ Zas tKe ȴrst time tKey KaG Eeen to a serYice 
provider, and several asked if they could keep the list of service providers the interviewer asked them about 
(which the interviewers did allow them to do).

Summary and Recommendations

Participants reported several barriers that impeded their access to services, starting with a lack 
of awareness of available services. Among those aware of service providers, barriers included not 
understanding how to access them, not feeling ready to take advantage of services, not recognizing their 
experience as trafficking� Iacing eligiEility restrictions� anG KaYing Zaitlists or otKer oEstacles to receiYing 
help immediately. Strategies need to be developed to remove service barriers. First, we need to increase 
anG Yary Gissemination eorts to improYe aZareness oI ZKat serYices are aYailaEle in Sacramento anG 
how to access them. In addition to formal awareness-raising campaigns, word of mouth can be a powerful 
dissemination tool. It is important to recognize that survivors not only will hear about positive services 
experiences, but they may also hear misinformation and about negative experiences.

Ζt is also critical to reGuce oEstacles to surYiYorsȇ access to serYices� :Ken a surYiYor is ȴnally in a position 
to reacK out Ior Kelp� tKe response sKoulG not Ee ȊCall Eackȋ or Ȋ:e can put you on a Zaitlist�ȋ For many� 
having to repeatedly reach out for assistance quickly leads to a dead end and they will not receive the 
critical help they need. Providers that are at capacity or cannot meet a survivor’s immediate needs can help 
the survivor connect to another provider with availability if there are strong partnerships and coordination 
among providers in Sacramento. Providers must always follow up when they say they will. Survivors 
understandably often feel mistrust toward people. Not following through can exacerbate that feeling and 
reduce survivors’ likelihood of trying again.
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CHAPTER 12
SURVIVOR EXPERIENCES WITH 
MEDICAL CARE

*iYen tKe pKysical Yiolence tKat sex trafficking Yictims oIten experience� KealtK care proIessionals may 
come into contact with them and are in a unique position to help identify and provide assistance to them. 
Participants were asked about their ability to access medical care. We also asked whether they were 
connected with additional services by a health care provider. This chapter describes survivors’ experiences 
with medical care. We conclude with key recommendations.

Receipt of Medical Care

2I tKe stuGy participants ZKo reporteG tKat Yiolence Zas useG against tKem Guring tKeir trafficking 
experience, many also reported never having received medical treatment. Some respondents said that they 
did not believe their injuries were serious enough to seek treatment, as summed up by one participant 
ZKo saiG� ȊΖ GiGnȇt go to tKe Kospital EecauseȐ yes� Ζ KaG Kella sZelling anG KaG Kella cuts� Eut Ζ Zasnȇt� like� 
oo]ing out ElooG� <ou Ieel me" Ζ Gonȇt KaYe a concussion� So Ζ Must GiGnȇt Ieel like going to tKe Kospital Zas 
necessaryȋ �Female� 22�� 2tKer participants Zere aIraiGȃor explicitly Zere not alloZeG Ey tKeir traffickersȃ
to seek treatment. For this latter group, participants described relying on self-care, or, as some participants 
saiG� ȊKome remeGies�ȋ or ȊMust >letting@ it Keal�ȋ Some participants noteG tKat not receiYing meGical 
attention KaG enGuring conseTuencesȃIor example� Ȋ/ast year� tKe Goctors tolG me tKere Zas like a EuncK 
of damage from previous, like, concussions that I never had gotten checked out” (Female, 22). 

1.	 Many survivors did not receive any medical care during their trafficking experience
2.	 Survivors who received medical care only sometimes were offered additional services
3.	 Survivors who received medical care were often too afraid to disclose information about

their trafficking experience
4.	 Very few of the study survivors received assistance after medical care
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But a sizeable number of participants did receive medical treatment, often after a severe incident (e.g., 
staEEing� Eroken MaZ� Eroken arm� Ȋknocking my teetK outȋ�� :Ken meGical treatment Zas receiYeG� 
aGGitional serYices or reIerrals Zere oereG only sometimes� SurYiYorsȇ reports suggest tKat� tKe more 
seYere tKe inMury� tKe more likely KealtK care proIessionals Zere to inTuire aEout surYiYorsȇ situation or oer 
aGGitional serYices� 2ne responGent EelieYeG aGGitional serYices Zere not oereG ȊEecause tKey kneZ Ζ 
didn’t have no insurance, so they wanted to hurry up and get me out…. They released me back to the same 
person, like, ‘Here. Take her’” (Female, 22). A few survivors felt judged (e.g., because of substance use or a 
sexually transmitteG inIection�� ZKicK inȵuenceG proIessionalsȇ response anG� as one participant saiG� leIt 
tKem Ieeling ȊKopeless aEout it�ȋ $notKer surYiYor reȵecteG�

“I remember going to the hospital for a few times and I think they just saw that like I was 
an addict and then just, it was kind of like an in and out. So, I don’t think they ever asked, 
you know, as far as do you need help? I think they just would like, here’s a street sheet.” 
(Female, 30)

When health care professionals did raise the need for additional services, most survivors said they would 
lie aEout ZKat KappeneG or not IolloZ up ZitK proYiGeG reIerrals� $s one responGent recalleG� ȊΖ ZoulG go 
and say I fell, or I did this to myself, and it was never like an altercation with me and anybody else” (Female, 
39). A small number of respondents noted sensing that health care professionals did not believe the stories 
they made up about their injuries. The primary reason survivors did not disclose information or pursue 
serYices Zas Iear oI tKeir traffickersȃZKo sometimes Zere present� 2ne responGent explaineG� ȊΖ lieG 
because of course he was there the whole time. Like, ‘You better not tell ’em what happened ’cause WTF, I’m 
gonna get in trouble. I’m gonna get in trouble.’ Like, he was scared to get in trouble” (Female, 27). Another 
surYiYor saiG sKe Zas oereG Ȋresources to get out tKe liIestyleȐ Eut Ζ Zas too aIraiG to really ansZer 
and be honest with them” (Female, 22). Other less-reported reasons that respondents did not disclose 
information or follow up with services included believing they did not need services, not wanting to involve 
law enforcement, being concerned that child protective services would be contacted, being responsible for 
anotKer personȇs care� anG not Zanting to cause trouEle Ior tKeir traffickers �anG� in turn� Ior tKemselYes�� 

As such, very few participants reported receiving assistance or services after medical treatment. For those 
who did, the type of assistance varied and included a ride home from a social worker, referral to a local 
service provider or shelter, connection to a victim advocate at the hospital, and a call to a shelter to come 
get the survivor. For those who accepted services or referrals, we have very little information to explain why. 
On the basis of a small number of responses, survivors accepted help because they had reached a point of 
Zanting cKange �e�g�� ȊΖ ZanteG tKem to knoZ Ζ Zas really trying to cKange myselIȋ� or tKeir circumstances 
reTuireG it �e�g�� IolloZing seYere inMury� neeGing Kelp once tKeir traffickers Ȋgot caugKt upȋ��
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A small number of survivors reported receiving routine medical care (i.e., not precipitated by a violent 
inciGent�� Ζn tKese situations� surYiYors GiG not Yoluntarily Gisclose inIormation aEout tKeir trafficking 
experience, and they were not asked whether they needed additional services.

Summary and Recommendations

SurYiYor reports inGicate training neeGs Ior KealtK care proIessionals to improYe iGentiȴcation anG 
supports Ior sex trafficking Yictims� TKis neeG is in line ZitK a recent stuGy tKat IounG tKat �2� oI KealtK 
care responGents to a surYey KaG receiYeG Iormal training in responGing to Kuman trafficking Eut ��� Ielt 
tKey ZoulG Eeneȴt Irom it �0c$mis et al�� 2022�� TKose ZKo receiYeG training suggesteG improYements tKat 
included emphasis on building concrete and actionable skills. Too often the trainings focused on building 
awareness and general knowledge and not enough on skills that could be applied to practice.

3roYiGing meGical treatment to a person experiencing sex trafficking oers a critical anG rare opportunity 
to intervene, but the window of access is short. Referrals put the burden on survivors to access services. 
3reIeraEly� proIessionals coulG proYiGe an immeGiate KanGo to someone ZKo Kas tKe time anG expertise 
to Kelp ZitK trafficking-speciȴc neeGs� 

$ stuGy Ey RicKie-=aYaleta anG colleagues �202�� collecteG recommenGations Irom surYiYors oI sex 
trafficking speciȴc to increasing iGentiȴcation oI sex trafficking Ey KealtK care proYiGers� SurYiYor 
participants in their study made several recommendations that align with what was reported in this 
study, including to have health care providers look at a patient’s whole medical history (if available) to 
look for patterns of abuse, rather than treating only the presenting injury or illness. Additionally, survivors 
recommended that health care providers pay attention to partners who will not leave the patient alone 
for care, even if they appear to be caring. Survivors also noted that while they might not be in a place to 
disclose the full extent of their oppressive conditions, they were likely to share tidbits that speak to their 
trauma; these small clues should not be dismissed. 
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CHAPTER 13
SURVIVOR EXPERIENCES WITH 
COMMUNITY SERVICES

Interviewees were asked a series of questions about their awareness of and experiences with a variety of 
community services. This chapter describes service availability and receipt, the extent to which participants 
felt that the services met their needs, the nature of their experiences, and disengagement with services. We 
conclude with recommendations for improving survivor experiences with community services.

Service Availability and Receipt

Of those who were asked, most respondents reported that services are available or somewhat available in 
the community (compared to not available). When responding to this question, several respondents noted 
service accessibility issues similar to those reported earlier (e.g., not knowing how to access them, not 
TualiIying Ior tKem�� $s one surYiYor saiG� ȊΖ Must GiGnȇt knoZ KoZ to access tKemȐ� Ζ Gonȇt really Kear aEout 
any serYices�ȋ $nG anotKer noteG� ȊΖ Ieel like tKey Zere aYailaEle� Eut to get Ior tKem to actually pick you" Ζt 
was hard.”

EXPERIENCES WITH COMMUNITY SERVICES
1.	 Survivors believe services are available in the community
2.	 Survivors received services from a wide array of local providers
3.	 Survivors usually reported that their needs were met, but housing, employment, and

financial assistance are primary areas of unmet need
4.	 Survivors largely reported positive service experiences and felt that providers understood

their trauma; however, survivor reports show room for improvement in providing
trauma-informed care
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Respondents named a variety of places where they had received services or assistance in the Sacramento 
area, including Bridges, California Victim Compensation Board, CASH (including RESET), Capital Star, Catholic 
Charities, Chicks in Crisis, City of Refuge, Community of Peace, Francis House, food banks, Gender Health 
Center, Harm Reduction Services, Hope Cooperative, LGBT Community Center, Loaves and Fishes, Mack 
Road Partnership, Maryhouse, My Sister’s House, Opening Doors, Planned Parenthood, Sacramento County 
puElic Eeneȴts� SaIe *rounG� St� -oKnȇs 3rogram Ior Real CKange� SalYation $rmy� 8rEan /eague� 9olunteers 
of America, WEAVE, Wellsprings, Wind Youth, and Women’s Empowerment.

Meeting Survivors’ Service Needs

Most respondents said that their needs were met or somewhat met, although some said they were not. The 
primary areas oI unmet neeG reporteG Ey surYiYors Zere Kousing� employment� anG ȴnancial assistance� 
It is not surprising that these interconnected needs have been challenging to address. There is a severe 
sKortage oI aorGaEle Kousing in Sacramento� matcKing state anG national trenGs �1ational /oZ Ζncome 
Housing Coalition, 2022a). Per the National Low Income Housing Coalition, a person in the Sacramento 
area Kas to make �20��� per Kour� Zorking �0 Kours per Zeek� to aorG a ]ero-EeGroom unit at Iair market 
rent or �22��� per Kour to aorG a one-EeGroom unit �1ational /oZ Ζncome +ousing Coalition� 2022E�� 
+oZeYer� as one surYiYor explaineG� it can Ee Gifficult to ȴnG employment: 

“I never had the opportunity to get a job and keep a job. So, it’s like really hard. My 
education is all over. I’m a mystery. I don’t know where to start at. Me trying to get help 
from someone that’s been in my situation, I haven’t met that person yet. It’s like always, 
well you gotta keep trying. Well, the more I try it doesn’t get me anywhere. It’s a lot of 
people that wanna hire someone that’s had the experience. So, it’s like, well, I don’t know 
what I’m gonna do there.” (Female, 45)

Survivors also reported needing mental health or counseling services and, less often, general support (e.g., 
Ȋa saIe place to Ee�ȋ Ȋemotional support�ȋ ȊloYeȋ�� transportation assistance� anG eGucation assistance�

+ousing instaEility or Komelessness anG ȴnancial insecurity or poYerty are risk Iactors Ior sex trafficking 
and barriers to exiting the life. One survivor described her experience seeking help: 

“I reached out myself. I wanted to clean my life up. I had first got up rid of the pimps, then 
I couldn’t get out of the lifestyle and that’s where I needed help. ’cause I’m now, I’m just 
doing it just to survive. Now I’m just stuck in the cycle. Now it’s like, dang, I need money to 
go wash our clothes. I need, I need money for, for the bus. I need money for everything. 
And then I’m just still catching dates and was like, I didn’t have a babysitter. So, I had to 
take chances on leaving my daughter in a hotel room and go out and make some money 
and come back.” (Female, 32) 

A few survivors reported that their male children over a certain age (e.g., 12 years old) were restricted from 
sKareG liYing options� $s tKese Zere tKe only options aYailaEle� tKey KaG Eeen unaEle to ȴnG staEle Kousing 
for their families.

These larger systemic issues require long-term systemic solutions, aided by political will, to mitigate risk of 
Eeing traffickeG anG to aGGress surYiYorsȇ neeGs anG support tKeir Kealing�

Negative Service Experiences

Some survivors shared experiences when they did not feel supported or cared for, which, for some, left 
them feeling hurt and resistant toward services. 

“I contacted them for help. And, uh, once they asked me, they asked me a series of 
questions about him. And uh, after the, after the intake interview, they decided they 
weren’t able to assist me. And I don’t know why to this day, they said they didn’t have to 
let me know why…. I thought that was really cruel.” (Female, 49)
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“[Organization’s] employees stepped up, made me feel very uncomfortable…. I mean 
there was like two or three of them. Each time I came in, when they came in, I’m getting 
a, just a dirty look, like I’m dirty or something. And they rollin’ they eyes, and it started 
irritating me. I started talking now too. I said, ‘You know what? You guys are in the wrong 
place to be working at if you have that type of attitude. ’cause you can’t help nobody, if 
you rolling your eyes and stuff at ’em.’” (Female, 62)

“I tried to go to a shelter once, but at the end of the day, when my time was up, I was on 
my own. I didn’t even know, know what to do or where to go. What? So yeah. I just, you 
just go back ’cause what, what else can you do? You know? I don’t know nobody. I felt like 
he protected me when he really wasn’t, but, but you just, I mean, what do you do? It just 
put me out. I was over and I was standing, looking stupid. I remember sitting at the bus 
stop just crying and crying and crying ’cause I didn’t know what to do. And I had nowhere 
to go and I didn’t, I didn’t really know. I didn’t know nobody who had their own place and 
stuff like that. So what do you do? I called him, got my ass whooped. You know and then 
just like back, business as usual. So I never, you know, after that it was like, that I ain’t 
messing with no programs, no nothing. You know, because they, when they get done with 
you, they done with you. That was hurtful. That that was crazy. ’cause it was like I had, 
I think I had 60 days or something and you know, it’s like, y’all put me, told me you was 
gonna help me put me through all this. I done made this break. And now I’m all by myself, 
just sitting [on] the corner with a bag.” (Female, 60)

$ltKougK rare� it is important to KigKligKt tKat tZo surYiYors reporteG tKat serYice proYiGer sta GiscloseG 
tKeir location to tKeir traffickers� graYely compromising tKeir saIety�

Positive Service Outcomes 

Conversely, many survivors shared examples of how the services they received helped them on their 
healing journeys. Some survivors reported that they are now working at the organizations they received 
serYices Irom� :Ken askeG KoZ tKat Ielt� one person sKareG� ȊΖ KaG an opportunity� TKey Zas so nice� Ζt 
was so, I was so joyful and I was somebody, I felt like I was somebody, you know, I had my time then I, I was 
Going so gooG�ȋ $notKer saiG� ȊSo many times Ζ coulG KaYe Eeen GeaG� $nG aEout � years later anG noZ Ζȇm 
working here.” Other examples of survivors’ positive experiences include these:

“So when I came to [organization] it was so, I was so glad there was something like this. 
Because you got to just sit there, you know? Sometimes everything goes so fast because 
you’re just trying to survive. You’re in survival mode. But you need to be in a different 
mode to where you’re not afraid, you know. So that’s where I was like I’m just going 90 
going north the wrong way, you know?” (Female, 54)

“Now I got my therapy. Now I’m working and you know, I got this support system. That’s 
good. And I feel like, like can’t nothing hold me back.” (Female, 36)

“The women at [organization] been through the same things we’ve been through, they 
live the same type of life we live. So, they’re very relatable. Uh, they’ll listen to you, 
they offer you different services, um, and resources that you need to try to fix your life, 
um, and be better, um, from therapy and classes to maybe housing resources and, uh, 
workforce development…. It’s trying to rebuild survivors, um, into something that they 
always knew they were…. They’re very open-minded and patient.” (Female, 27)

Provider Understanding of Trauma

Among survivors who received services, the majority reported feeling that their trauma was understood. 
When asked how providers showed understanding, most responses emphasized the importance of 
proYiGers ZKo KaG liYeG experience� or� as one surYiYor saiG� ȊKaYing stories like mine�ȋ TKis Zas a clear 
theme, as demonstrated by these survivors’ narratives:
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“I think it’s helpful to talk to anyone who has experience rather than knowledge, because 
anyone can pick up a book and read the paper, but if you’ve been through it, it makes a 
difference. Um, you know, some of the terminology or just when my anxiety would get 
really bad and it would be hard to say something, they would already know what I was 
trying to say or what I was thinking of. ’cause they’ve been through it.” (Female, 22)

“They gave me their own experience and it was more of, it was more, not sympathy, it 
was more empathy. When you have empathy that, because either you experienced it 
or it’s being, you just, you know how to reciprocate it. I don’t want nobody feeling sorry 
for me. I really don’t even want nobody to lift my wounds. I just need to express myself.” 
(Female, 47)

“Two women that I knew would, you know, always take their time to even just to come 
see me. That was just for me, like my escape, even being in a detention facility, like feeling 
like I was the one in trouble. Like it was all my fault. I was the one doing something 
wrong, but they were the only one who understood, like why I was really there. What 
kept leading me back there. The trauma, you know, like they knew like I wasn’t where [I] 
probably really needed probably, you know, like in a, uh, therapeutic facility? Being in that 
setting, um, taking their time that’s yeah. They show me by coming and just talking to me. 
You know, or, when they would, I’d ask them for certain things, like, you know, just ways 
to cope or help, you know, get me through it. Like, you know, just their advice by giving 
me advice and sharing their experiences with me, helped me.” (Female, 22)

“It seemed like they really, they get it, and they understand me where I’m at. I’m not 
going to be, ‘Oh, let’s meet.’ I just met you. It’s going to take me some weeks to even feel 
comfortable to come and meet you face to face and talk. And my case manager allowed 
me that space to kind of get comfortable with her.” (Female, 30)

“They didn’t push me. They didn’t ask me to give them a name. They didn’t ask me to 
prove to them what I was saying. They listened and then they asked me more questions, 
but then not about other people, you know, they asked me like, what is it that you feel 
that you need? So, I started to realize, I really didn’t know, you know? Yeah. And they were 
all also survivors. So, I felt like they really did know.” (Female, 35)

“I don’t remember her name or anything, but I remember, but just bawling my eyes out 
because it was just, just someone with a kind voice. And that was just her voice was 
just soft and she was, she didn’t interrupt me. She just let me vent and um, and I just 
remember bawling my eyes out and stuff and she was like, ‘It’s gonna be okay. It’s gonna 
be okay’ and stuff. So, I appreciate her.” (Female, 42)

Ζt Zas noteG� KoZeYer� tKat some proYiGers Ȋare not Yery Zell traineG on tKe experience anG tKe trauma� 
what to look for,” as one survivor said. Several survivors shared experiences when they did not feel their 
trauma was understood. For example:

“I needed someone that knew exactly what was going on with me, who knew me, who 
already knew my story, you know? Because I have trouble saying things, as a whole. I 
have trouble explaining things. So, when I try and explain something, I kind of sidetrack 
or I miss the whole question, or I do something like that. But I always find out ways to just 
knock myself off balance in conversations. So, when I’ve talked to people, they just kind 
of like, oh, okay, well, she’s probably full of it, or bullshitting or whatever, but I’m not. I 
just have a really hard time explaining shit, that’s just me. So, I felt like that extra support, 
that extra therapy kind of—that definitely was a hard one for me, because I didn’t trust 
anyone. I couldn’t trust anyone with my story.” (Female, 20)
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“No, they can’t understand. ’cause I mean, if they been it through it, then they could 
slightly understand, but I understand what I go through every day. Just like, ’cause at the 
end of the day they go home, and you know, it’s like they there to help you, but then they 
don’t really help you. Because it’s like so much you think I, you have to do and they don’t 
look at your situation you in, how it could be hard, you know? And it’d be like, where’s the 
help at the end of the day? Because I’ve been on straight up and up and it didn’t get me 
anywhere. It seems like it didn’t.” (Female, 35)

“This didn’t seem relatable. Didn’t seem the sincere that maybe somebody would need at 
that point to stick it out and be heard…. [What did they do to show they didn’t understand?] 
Lack of communication, lack of ability to spend the time that may be needed at those 
points. Being pushed through like a number.” (Female, 42)

“No. They always wanna want to be like, ‘Oh, I know exactly how you feel,’ but you don’t, 
but you, how could you know how I feel if you never went through it? And that’s what I 
shut down. ’cause like now I’m done talking to your dumb ass—I just, I’m not about to 
waste my breath. Like with some stuff like that, like there’s no way you can know how I 
feel. And those are like the most annoying words to hear.” (Female, 32)

“I feel like the majority of the people that you interact with in the services are not 
qualified to even be questioning you or communicating with you about your experiences, 
of some of the trauma that you go through out there in the street. I’ve had people ask 
me, ‘Hey, we’re here to help provide the homeless with services. Can you meet me at the 
local Starbucks?’ You’re thinking, great, yeah, you’re going to get Starbucks. I know they 
got a Starbucks card. That’s why they want me to meet them there. And you meet them 
there. They have a cup, and you’re just sitting there. I’m starving, I’m hungry, and you 
want to meet in a place like this? Where I have to smell this? And I had to iterate that to 
them about how ignorant that [is].... Because see, you have a right to leave here and go 
be comfortable. I’m not going to be comfortable when I leave. I haven’t ate. You come be 
uncomfortable for a moment in my comfort. So you can jump in your car and go on about 
your business and jump back into comfortability. But also, get an understanding of where 
we’re coming from. That’s why I try to communicate the best I can with the services, so 
they can get a non-biased point of view that is not high, that is not mental illness, that is 
not chaos. I just want to tell them the truth. It’s just a hamster wheel.” (Female, 44)

In their descriptions of both positive and negative experiences, survivors are demonstrating the importance of

• providers’ knowledge about how to recognize and respond to signs of trauma

• active and mindful listening 

• nonjudgmental and respectful interactions 

• empathy (rather than sympathy)

• patience, willingness to meet survivors where they are, and recognition that building trust may take 
time

• recognition that survivors have individual experiences, needs, and goals

• a focus on strengths and empowerment

These approaches to working with survivors align with trauma-informed practice, which is widely supported 
as an essential element oI serYice proYision ZitK surYiYors oI sex trafficking �/aGG 	 :eaYer� 20���� /aGG 
and Weaver outlined four strengths-based trauma-informed practices that may be helpful to improve 
response to trafficking surYiYors� incluGing ��� collaEorate anG support �EetZeen proIessionals across 
Gisciplines anG EetZeen proYiGers anG surYiYors�� �2� recogni]e tKe roots �oI trafficking�� ��� unGerstanG 
and integrate awareness of trauma; and (4) value survivor strengths, choices, priorities, and goals. Results 
from a 2019 survey (Santos et al., 2021) highlighted the need for trauma-informed care training for service 
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proYiGers Zorking ZitK Kuman trafficking surYiYors� Similar to tKe training recommenGations maGe Ey 
health care professionals, the recommendations from survey respondents relayed a need for more in-
GeptK training tKat IocuseG less on tKeory or Geȴnitions anG more on KoZ to practically apply trauma-
informed care in day-to-day practices. 

Reasons for Disengagement With Services

Very few respondents shared why they stopped participating in services, but among those who did, the 
primary reasons given were that the services were not what they wanted or were not helping, or they did 
not feel they needed them anymore. A small number of survivors reported being kicked out of or leaving 
serYices Eecause oI conȵicts ZitK sta or otKer participants� $ couple surYiYors leIt to protect tKeir anG 
otKersȇ saIety aIter tKeir traffickers learneG ZKere tKey Zere receiYing serYices� $nG one surYiYor explaineG 
that lack of transportation and childcare prevented their participation in services. Echoing the importance 
oI Ieeling tKat trauma is unGerstooG� anotKer surYiYor saiG� ȊΖ stoppeG going anyZKere iI Ζ Gonȇt connect 
with someone or if I feel like they’re judging me or if I feel like me sharing what I’m going through is gonna 
Go me more Karm tKan Eeneȴt meȋ �Female� ����

Summary and Recommendations

Most respondents reported that services are at least somewhat available in the community. Among those 
who received services, most, but not all, reported that their needs were at least partially met. Key areas of 
unmet neeG incluGe Kousing� employment� anG ȴnancial assistance� Ζn aGGition to neeGs tKat are not met� 
some survivors reported negative experiences with service providers, including not feeling supported or 
cared for and not having their trauma appropriately recognized. However, many survivors told stories of 
how services had helped on a pathway to healing and said that they felt that their trauma was understood. 
Others reported that they stopped participating in services because the services were not helping. 

Recommendations for improving survivor experiences with community services include (1) expanding 
pathways to high-value resources, particularly stable housing assistance, job assistance, and guaranteed 
income programs; (2) increasing continuing education opportunities on trauma-informed practices for 
serYice proYiGers� ��� expanGing surYiYor-leG programming� anG ��� tailoring serYices to a surYiYorȇs speciȴc 
circumstances to ensure that the services are actually needed and have the potential to be helpful.
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CHAPTER 14
SUMMARY AND KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

TKe purpose oI tKis stuGy Zas to estimate tKe preYalence oI sex trafficking exploitation among aGults ZKo 
trade or sell sex in Sacramento County. Additionally, this study was intended to better understand the 
nature anG tKe scope oI sex trafficking in Sacramento County anG to collect Gata capaEle oI inIorming a 
strategic� coorGinateG� multisystem response to sex traffickingȃa response tKat can Ee useIul Ior EotK 
preYention anG interYention eorts� 

PRIMARY OBJECTIVES OF THIS STUDY

1.	 Estimate the prevalence of sex trafficking in Sacramento County
2.	 Better understand the nature and scope of sex trafficking in Sacramento County
3.	 Provide data capable of informing a strategic, coordinated, multisystem response to

prevent and respond to sex trafficking and the commercial sexual exploitation of people
in Sacramento County

To Gate� only �2 8�S� stuGies KaYe estimateG tKe preYalence oI sex trafficking� TKese KaYe Eeen at 
Gierent geograpKic leYels� proGucing national� state� anG local estimates� TKese stuGies KaYe IocuseG 
on various, sometimes narrow, populations (e.g., homeless youth) and were not all aimed at producing a 
total preYalence estimate Ior all sex trafficking Yictims in tKe stuGy site� %ecause oI tKese Gierences� tKe 
stuGiesȇ ȴnGings are not comparaEle� TKere Kas not Eeen enougK 8�S�-EaseG researcK to knoZ KoZ similar 
preYalence rates may Ee in Gierent communities or to ZKat extent tKe ȴnGings can Ee extrapolateG to 
other areas. 
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<et� unGerstanGing tKe scope oI sex trafficking is important Ior GeYeloping aGeTuate anG strategic 
responses tKat are aligneG ZitK tKe magnituGe oI tKe proElem� 0icro-leYel stuGies� IocuseG on a speciȴc 
target population in a clearly GeȴneG geograpKic area� are likely to Ee tKe most IeasiEle Ior calculating 
roEust estimates anG may Ee more useIul in GeYeloping speciȴc anG actionaEle recommenGations� 
TKis stuGy Kas Euilt on anG expanGeG prior 8�S� preYalence estimation researcK Ey proGucing tKe ȴrst 
preYalence estimate Ior sex trafficking in CaliIornia anG Ey incluGing aGults in tKe estimate� :e KaYe also 
gone beyond estimating prevalence to provide data on assorted topics that are useful in informing a 
coorGinateG� strategic response to sex trafficking� 

This study was practitioner-led and incorporated a participatory action research approach from the outset, 
including by convening a Survivor Advisory Council of people with lived experience to provide input to all 
phases of the study. The Council helped us narrow down the key areas and domains for the interviews; 
reviewed and provided feedback on the instrument, recruitment protocols, and the compensation 
structure Ior participants� serYeG as interYieZers Ior tKe stuGy� proYiGeG input on some oI our ȴnGings� anG 
generated recommendations.

We used a mixed-methods design, incorporating both quantitative and qualitative data. We collected 
aGministratiYe Gata on iGentiȴeG sex trafficking Yictims or surYiYors Irom nine agencies to generate an 
estimate of prevalence. Using RDS, we conducted 159 semistructured interviews to gather more contextual 
inIormation aEout tKe liYeG experience oI Yictims�surYiYors oI sex trafficking� CollectiYely� tKese metKoGs 
yielGeG ricK inIormation aEout tKe scope anG nature oI sex trafficking in Sacramento�

Summary of Key Findings

$pproximately ���000 minors anG aGults Zere traffickeG Ior sex in Sacramento County at some point 
during the period 2015–2020. The data cannot be used to determine the number of victims in a single 
year or Gay� TKis analysis IurtKer suggests tKat tKere are ���2 times more Yictims tKan Zere iGentiȴeG Ey 
law enforcement and service providers. Many victims are not reaching out for help; even if they do, they 
may not Ee iGentiȴeG as Yictims� TKere is clearly room to Eetter iGentiIy anG serYe Yictims oI sex trafficking�

$ltKougK tKe stuGy participants iGentiȴeG primarily as Iemale� tKey Zere GiYerse regarGing race� etKnicity� 
age, and age at entry into commercial sex. Most of the interviewees were involved in street-based or 
online commercial sex, or both, and some had experience in other types of markets. The social networks 
of participants appear diverse regarding race and ethnicity, age, and age at entry into commercial sex. 
However, we had limited success in accessing certain populations (e.g., men and transgender people, 
individuals who work in massage parlors).

All respondents who sold or traded sex for a third party reported at least one form of exploitation; 
experiencing multiple types of exploitation was the norm. The most common forms of abuse included 
withholding pay, monitoring and surveilling, making clear that the victim should not feel free to leave, 
committing physical or sexual violence, committing emotional abuse, and restricting communication. The 
exploitation experienceG at tKe KanGs oI a trafficker may cKange oYer time� Ior example� a pimp may start 
by posing as a romantic partner and ramp up violence later.

Participants described various precursors to becoming involved in commercial sex. Although some felt 
that they entered completely voluntarily and others felt that they entered completely involuntarily, most 
participants described an experience that fell somewhere in the middle. Experiences that resulted in an 
individual’s entering sex work included someone else’s request, false pretense of a romantic relationship, 
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ȴnancial circumstances or necessity� Ialse recruitment� anG Iorce� Ζt is important to note tKat many 
participants described a pattern in which they initially agreed to sell sex but eventually found themselves in 
a situation in which their involvement in sex work was no longer voluntary.

ΖnterYieZees GescriEeG pimps anG traffickers tKat YarieG suEstantially regarGing age anG race� KoZeYer� 
most Zere male� Traffickersȇ social circles typically incluGeG otKers inYolYeG in pimping� Gealing Grugs� anG 
engaging in otKer criminal actiYities� Traffickers may KaYe isolateG tKeir Yictims sucK tKat tKey KaG little or 
no contact ZitK eitKer tKe traffickersȇ associates or otKer Yictims� +oZeYer� otKer participants GescriEeG 
relationsKips tKey KaG ZitK otKers in tKese Yarious netZorks� :Ken traffickers KaG multiple Yictims� 
the relationships among the victims were variously described as nonexistent, casual, close, or jealous. 
Relationships among interviewees and others involved in commercial sex more generally (i.e., not co-
victims) tended to be work related and characterized by a general lack of trust.

9ictims GescriEeG cKallenges in leaYing a trafficker anG exiting tKe liIe� TKe most common tactics traffickers 
used to compel survivors to stay were feigning love and care for them, using or threatening to use violence 
against them or someone they care for, and controlling the survivor’s access to their belongings or money. 
Proactive leaving was often triggered by violent incidents, pregnancy, or simply an opportunity to leave. 
3assiYe leaYing oIten KappeneG Eecause eitKer tKe trafficker or surYiYor Zas incarcerateG or Eecause tKe 
trafficker GieG� %otK Iormal sources oI Kelp �e�g�� police anG community-EaseG Yictim serYice proYiGers� anG 
informal sources of help (e.g., friends and family) can play an important role in helping a survivor leave a 
trafficker or leaYe tKe sex traGe altogetKer�

More than half of the interviewees had had an encounter with law enforcement. Although some of these 
encounters were experienced as positive by the victim, many were negative. Nearly half of the interviewees 
ZKo interacteG ZitK laZ enIorcement reporteG Eeing screeneG Ior trafficking� SurYiYors ZKo Zere screeneG 
reported lying to protect their pimps and discarding resources that were provided, suggesting that 
persistence is critical (i.e., screening and providing resources may need to happen multiple times before a 
victim is ready to use them).

Barriers to receiving services included not being aware of available services, not understanding how to 
access tKem� not Ieeling reaGy to take aGYantage oI serYices� not recogni]ing tKeir experience as trafficking� 
being subject to eligibility restrictions, and facing waitlists or other obstacles to receiving help immediately. 
Despite these barriers, most respondents reported that services are at least somewhat available in the 
community. Among those who received services, most, but not all, reported that their needs were at least 
partially met� .ey areas oI unmet neeG incluGe Kousing� employment� anG ȴnancial assistance� 

*iYen tKe pKysical Yiolence tKat sex trafficking Yictims oIten experience� some stuGy participants maGe 
contact with health care professionals. However, many respondents who reported that violence was used 
against them never received medical treatment. Some respondents said that they did not believe their 
injuries were serious enough to seek treatment. When they did receive medical care, additional services 
or reIerrals Zere not consistently oereG� eYen ZKen tKey Zere oereG� most surYiYors saiG tKey ZoulG lie 
about what happened or not follow up with provided referrals.

Interviewees also reported on their awareness of and experiences with other community service providers. 
Most said that services are at least somewhat available in the community. They shared stories about 
their experience with these service providers that were both positive, such as being put on a pathway to 
healing, and negative, such as not feeling supported or cared for and not having their trauma appropriately 
recognized. Others reported that they stopped participating in services because they were not helping.
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Discussion and Conclusion

TKe preYalence estimate Ior Sacramento County Gemonstrates tKat a signiȴcantly ZiGe gap exists EetZeen 
KoZ many community memEers are aecteG Ey sex trafficking anG KoZ many are currently Eeing iGentiȴeG 
and served. The qualitative interviews further highlight the pervasive use of physical and sexual violence 
anG emotional aEuse on Yictims oI sex trafficking� oIten leaYing lasting pKysical anG emotional Gamage 
tKat continue to aect tKeir Tuality oI liIe� *iYen tKat tKe conseTuences oI sex trafficking are so seYere 
for victims and that the prevalence estimate is substantial, it is recommended that Sacramento County—
anG all counties in CaliIorniaȃaGopt a puElic KealtK IrameZork Ior preYenting sex trafficking anG serYing 
survivors. 

A public health framework has several advantages over the typical law enforcement response, including the 
opportunity to GeYelop strategies tKat can preYent perpetrators Irom exploiting Yictims in tKe ȴrst place 
anG aGGressing tKe GemanG Ior commercial sex Irom minors anG traffickeG inGiYiGuals� SucK a IrameZork 
would include policies that ameliorate the root causes of many forms of crime, such as adverse childhood 
experiences, family and interpersonal violence, and poverty. We need to raise awareness of these 
preventable root causes and focus community education and funding on removing these issues. Although 
there are no easy solutions for prevention, it should be prioritized to advance the health and wellness of 
the population. 

:e also neeG strategies tKat improYe Yictim iGentiȴcation anG interYention� /aZ enIorcement anG tKe 
criminal legal system are IreTuently taskeG ZitK leaGing tKe interYention eort� $ltKougK tKe criminal legal 
system anG its actors can play an important role in Iacilitating a surYiYorȇs exit Irom a trafficking situation� 
they can also impede a survivor’s social reintegration and success in rebuilding his or her life. It is critical 
to implement alternatives to arresting survivors so they can avoid the collateral consequences of an arrest 
record. When law enforcement is involved, it is imperative that they treat all people involved in commercial 
sex ZitK Gignity anG respect� 2nce a person is screeneG Ior sex trafficking� no matter tKe outcome anG tKe 
laZ enIorcement officerȇs personal assessment� serYices anG resources sKoulG Ee oereG� $ltKougK tKat 
moment may not Ee tKe rigKt time Ior a Yictim to exit� persistence in oering serYices can Kelp estaElisK a 
trusting relationship and educate victims on what resources are available for them when they are ready. 
Moreover, a public health framework makes space for restorative justice and relationship building.

 $Iter Yictims KaYe Eeen iGentiȴeG� a puElic KealtK IrameZork also prioriti]es meeting tKe long-term neeGs 
oI surYiYors� 'oing so ȴrst reTuires improYing aZareness oI ZKat serYices are aYailaEle in Sacramento 
and how to access them. In addition to formal awareness campaigns, word of mouth can be a powerful 
dissemination tool. We also need to reduce obstacles that survivors face to accessing services. This 
may include strengthening partnerships and coordination among providers in Sacramento so that a 
provider that is at capacity or cannot meet a survivor’s immediate needs can help the survivor connect to 
another provider with availability. To support long-term needs, it is critical to expand pathways to high-value 
resources, particularly stable housing assistance, job assistance, and guaranteed income programs. Eligibility 
reTuirements Ior programs neeG to Ee ȵexiEle to ensure tKat Yictims Go not Iall tKrougK tKe cracks�

Finally� a puElic KealtK IrameZork alloZs Ior tKe meaningIul participation oI surYiYors oI sex trafficking 
to assist communities to address this issue. Survivors may help with crafting prevention strategies that 
migKt not seem intuitiYe to tKose ZitKout speciȴc liYeG experience anG tKat inYite tKe EroaGer community 
to inYest in screening anG aGGressing tKe preYentaEle root causes oI sex trafficking in our communities� 
Increasing survivor-led programming may also reduce some of the negative experience that participants 
have had with service providers who did not understand their trauma.

This report summarizes our high-level recommendations. A detailed action plan with cost estimates will be 
published separately.
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