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Abstract  

 

 

Sex Trafficking in the Media: How U.S. Newspapers Narrate This Social Issue 

 

The media has a large influence in the way the public perceives social issues, and 

has the ability to influence public discourse among these issues. This study aims to 

analyze U.S. media coverage of sex trafficking and examine the ways in which sex 

trafficking narratives have shifted between two time periods, 1995-2005 and 2015-2022. 

A qualitative content analysis was performed on newspaper articles from The 

Washington Post and The New York Times to better understand how the issue of sex 

trafficking was being narrated during these two time periods and what it can tell us about 

media coverage.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

 

The media has a strong influence on the way societies across the globe perceive 

and understand societal issues. This influence has been apparent when covering a variety 

of issues such as race, violence, and public health. A 2014 study, which examined public 

estimates of cancer frequency, revealed that the public typically perceives cancers, such 

as brain and blood cancer, to occur more frequently than they actually do due to 

overrepresentation by the media (Jensen et al., 2014). On the other hand, male 

reproductive cancers, thyroid cancer, and bladder cancer were perceived by the public to 

occur less frequently than they actually do because they were being underrepresented by 

the media (Jensen et al., 2014). What the media chooses to cover and how they choose to 

cover it can lead to skewed perceptions and misinformation. And, interestingly enough, 

the study suggested that news coverage went beyond just shaping public perception on 

the prevalence of cancers’ and actually had an influence in the “federal funding for 

cancer research” as a result (Jensen et al., 2014).     

Similarly, during the War on Drugs and when mass incarceration was on the rise, 

the media played a large role in the way people of color were represented and how they 

were perceived by the public. Not only were black Americans frequently vilified and 

overrepresented as criminals in the media, but they were being labeled as murderers, 

rapists, sex offenders, and robbers (DuVernay, 2016). As a result, this misrepresentation 

created a heightened sense of fear around the black population and black men 

specifically, which has remained ever-present for years and years (DuVernay, 2016). 

Additionally, Goode & Ben-Yehuda (1994) discusses the Clacton disturbances, youth 

fights and vandalism that occurred at a seaside resort community in England. These 
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disturbances consisted of rock throwing, loud noises from motorcycles riding up and 

down the streets, damage to beach huts, and a few smashed windows (Goode & Ben-

Yehuda, 1994). Nonetheless, the British media took this relatively minor event and blew 

it out of proportion, releasing embellished and sensationalistic stories which deceptively 

heightened the seriousness of the event. This story was deemed so significant that it was 

even discussed by media outlets across the globe (Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 1994). The 

amount of youth involved in the disturbances, the type of violence that was engaged in, 

the amount of harm caused to the surrounding community and physical damage done to 

property were all largely exaggerated in the media (Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 1994). 

Because of this, concern and fear over mob violence circulated among the public while 

law enforcement and government authorities were encouraged to take action to manage 

the issue.         

The ability of the media to present specific societal issues and even specific 

populations in certain ways undoubtedly affects how the public comes to understand said 

issues, events, and populations. This study aims to examine how the issue of sex 

trafficking has been narrated in the media during two different time periods. Previous 

research has examined how the media has framed the issue by looking specifically at how 

sex trafficking has been defined and how the media has identified its causes, 

consequences, and remedies. The goal of this analysis is to observe how the narrative of 

sex trafficking in the media has shifted over time, what it can tell us about media 

coverage, and how it contributes to our understanding of the issue.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

 

History 

Over time, the definition of human trafficking has legally evolved. Once narrowly 

defined, human trafficking has gradually broadened its definition, becoming more 

extensive in the types of populations and labor industries that it can affect. The Mann 

Act, otherwise known as the White-Slave Traffic Act of 1910, was put into fruition 

during the white slavery hysteria of the early 20th century. This act served to criminalize 

the “transport of women across state lines for the purpose of prostitution or debauchery, 

or for any other immoral purpose” (“The Mann Act,” n.d.).   

Immigration rapidly increased in the 1700’s and many foreign women, 

specifically European women, resorted to prostitution when searching for a better life 

abroad. Many Europeans could not fathom that these women were willingly selling their 

bodies to men, and therefore, had to have been trapped or held captive (Bonilla & Mo, 

2019). More notably though, immigration had allegedly resulted in foreign men luring 

American women into prostitution (“The Mann Act,” n.d.). The typical trafficking victim 

during this time was construed as a white woman, who fell victim to “the animal lusts of 

dark races” (Kempadoo & Doezema, 1998, p. 44). This so-called targeting of white 

women by foreign men, with the purpose of forcing them into “sexual slavery”, is what 

made news headlines and fueled public hysteria. Embellished accounts of innocent 

women being kidnapped by foreigners and smuggled across the country to be forced into 

brothels drew public interest and attention (“The Mann Act,” n.d.). During this time, 

muckraking journalists coined the term “white slavery” as a means to try and further 

legitimize the prostitution “crisis” and to put white women at the forefront of the issue.  
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Throughout the 20th century, however, conventions such as the 1949 International 

Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic in Persons and the Exploitation of 

Prostitution looked to use language that was more neutral to race, gender, and age when 

referring to the issue of human trafficking (Bonilla & Mo, 2019). Eventually, the 2000 

Palermo Protocol broadened the legal definition of human trafficking, and now, it no 

longer restricts victims to those of a particular gender, race, age, industry, or to those who 

have been moved across borders (“The Protocol for Human Trafficking,” n.d.). During 

the same year, the United States passed the Trafficking and Violence Protection Act and 

then subsequently, the Trafficking Victim Protection Reauthorization Act in the years 

2003, 2005, 2008, and 2013 (Bonilla & Mo, 2019). These Acts aimed to implement 

various anti-trafficking measures and initiatives both at the domestic and international 

level. Similar to the Palermo Protocol, the human trafficking definition used in these Acts 

was broad, defining it as the illegal enslavement of persons for the purpose of 

commercial sex, labor, or services through the use of force, fraud, or coercion (22 U.S.C. 

§ 7102). However, any individual who is under the age of 18 and is involved in 

commercial sex is considered to be a trafficking victim, regardless if force, fraud, or 

coercion are involved  (Polaris Project, 2021).       

 Additionally, the TVPA acknowledged “severe” forms of trafficking. The first 

form is sex trafficking, which is defined as “the recruitment, harboring, transportation, 

provision, or obtaining of a person for the purpose of a commercial sex act” (22 U.S.C. § 

7102). The second form is commonly referred to as forced labor, which occurs when the 

labor or services of a person is provided or obtained for the purpose of involuntary 



 5 

servitude, peonage, debt bondage or slavery through the use of force, fraud, or coercion 

(22 U.S.C. § 7102).  

Smuggling & Trafficking         

 The purpose of these next two sub-sections are to acknowledge and clarify the 

distinctions and overlaps between the topics of trafficking, smuggling, and prostitution 

which at times can be misinterpreted.        

 Human smuggling is the illegal transport of persons across international borders, 

without the element of coercion (“Trafficking vs. Smuggling,” 2021). By contrast, human 

trafficking does not need to involve movement or transportation of a person (“Trafficking 

vs. Smuggling,” 2021). Associating the illegal entry into the U.S. with immigrants who 

have fallen victim to trafficking, produces the misconception that human smuggling and 

trafficking are synonymous, when in reality, they remain separate issues (Bonilla & Mo, 

2019).  What may start off as smuggling could transition into trafficking depending on 

how the events of a specific situation play out (Campana & Varese, 2016). Additionally, 

while there is often an element of agency present in human smuggling (“Trafficking vs. 

Smuggling,” 2021) that is not present in human trafficking, exploitation can still occur in 

both. “Trafficking and exploitation are inextricably linked”, as victims are forced into 

exploitative conditions by their traffickers or third party individuals (Campana & Varese, 

2016, p. 94). On the other hand, the link between smuggling and exploitation is a bit 

more complex.          

 Those who are successfully smuggled may run the risk of being exploited as a 

result of being an undocumented migrant in their destination country (Campana & 

Varese, 2016). This is because undocumented migrants are more likely to become a part 
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of the “informal economy”, where their rights as workers are not heavily enforced by the 

government, thus, making it easy for employers to disregard them (Campana & Varese, 

2016, p. 94). This could result in working long hours for very little pay, poor working 

conditions and treatment, and little to no time off (Campana & Varese, 2016). It is 

important to note, though, that exploitation in this certain scenario occurs after the act of 

smuggling has been completed, and therefore, is not a direct consequence of smuggling 

but rather of being an undocumented migrant (Campana & Varese, 2016). Similarly, 

individuals who lack the resources to pay for the cost of smuggling may borrow money to 

front their travel (Campana & Varese, 2016). As a result of this outstanding debt, 

individuals may subject themselves to exploitative work conditions in order to pay back 

the money (Campana & Varese, 2016). Again, in this particular scenario, exploitation 

would also not be a direct result of smuggling but rather the debt that is owed. In contrast, 

a scenario where exploitation would be a direct consequence of smuggling would be if 

the agreement made between the smuggler and the migrant is not adhered to (Campana & 

Varese, 2016). Exploitation could then occur through coercion or deception and the 

migrant could be forced to work or provide services against their will (Campana & 

Varese, 2016). In this instance, the act of smuggling has transitioned into an issue of 

trafficking (Campana & Varese, 2016).      

Prostitution & Trafficking         

 There has been widespread debate regarding the legality of prostitution and its 

implications on the issue of sex trafficking since the start of the 20th century. The idea 

remains that prostitution is often voluntary while trafficking is not. This idea, however, is 

too simplistic, as the nature of prostitution has been considered to be inherently violent 
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(Campbell et al., 2020), causing certain definitional elements between prostitution and 

sex trafficking to overlap, and therefore, less distinct from one another. Prostitution is 

currently defined as “unlawfully engag[ing] in or promot[ing] sexual activities for 

anything of value” (“NIBRS Offense Definitions,” 2012). However, similar to 

trafficking, prostitution can have an exploitative element as well as a coercive element, 

which can start to seep into the definition of trafficking. In a study done by Nixon et.al 

(2002), authors who specialize in violence against women, interview 47 women who 

were involved in prostitution. They describe experiences of violence and victimization by 

pimps, johns, intimate partners, and other prostituted women. In this study, “half of the 

women reported violence or threats of violence from pimps while involved in 

prostitution” (Nixon et.al, 2002, p. 1025). Many claimed that they were met with severe 

violence if they refused to work (Nixon et.al, 2002). One woman in the study shared that 

she was once told to make 500 dollars in just two hours, which she then claimed was 

impossible (Nixon et. al, 2002). Her response landed her a broken arm. Above all, this 

study sheds light on the idea that women in prostitution are prepared to be met with 

violence, due to it being “an illegal and socially marginalized occupation” (Pyett & Warr, 

1999, p. 194). Of the 47 women interviewed, the majority were introduced to prostitution 

by female friends or acquaintances while nine were “forced, coerced, or intimidated” into 

the industry by pimps or abusive partners (Nixon et.al, 2002, p. 1025). The women who 

were forced, coerced, or intimidated demonstrate the definitional shift from prostitution 

to trafficking, however the element of exploitation was present in a majority of the cases. 

This demonstrates the ambiguity among definitions such as prostitution and trafficking, 

proving to be less clear-cut than one would imagine.      
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Messaging in the Media         

 Media coverage and its messaging on sex trafficking have influenced public 

discourse and how individual’s understand the issue of trafficking. Johnston, Friedman, 

and Shafer (2014) analyze media coverage on sex trafficking and highlight common 

themes found in their study including, “the impact of globalization on vulnerable 

populations”, the misrepresentation of the common trafficking victim, and the “conflation 

of trafficking and slavery” (p. 421). Globalization has widened the wealth gap between 

and among countries, resulting in an influx of migration by those in indigent countries 

and communities who are seeking work abroad (Chuang, 2006). Consequently, these 

destinations countries have tightened their border controls, forcing migrants to seek out 

illegal modes of entry and therefore, making themselves more susceptible to trafficking 

and exploitation (Chuang, 2006). Women in particular, are found to experience a greater 

vulnerability to trafficking due to gender-based repression in certain countries that deny 

women equal employment and educational opportunities, making it difficult for them to 

find legitimate work and pushing them toward employment in “informal economic 

sectors” (Chuang, 2006, p. 183). Accounts of women being lured from foreign countries 

with promises of employment and subsequently forced into the sex trade emerged 

regularly in new stories (Johnston et. al, 2015).                     

 Additionally, the focus on globalization and subsequent migration draws attention 

to countries abroad. An analyses of U.S. print media by Bonilla & Mo (2019) revealed 

that there is an emphasis on human trafficking as primarily a foreign issue while Johnston 

et al. (2015) finds that the issue of immigration is frequently talked about in stories 

regarding sex trafficking. In fact, immigrants are often referenced as being more likely to 
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be involved in sex trafficking as opposed to other individuals (Johnston et al., 2015). 

 The typical trafficking victim is often described in the media as a “sexually 

exploited, foreign woman” (Bonilla & Mo, 2019, p. 203). This archetype described by the 

media has influenced public perception, as the majority of respondents in a study done by 

Bonilla & Mo (2019) believe that sex trafficking is an issue that mostly affects women 

and that trafficking victims are likely to be illegal immigrants. While this characterization 

may be true in some cases, it ultimately misrepresents the typical trafficking victim as 

they can be of any race, age, and gender, can be foreign nationals or U.S. citizens, and 

can be exploited in industries other than the sex industry (Bonilla & Mo, 2019). 

Additionally, sex trafficking victims are consistently described in the media as minors, as 

they are particularly susceptible to traffickers (Johnston et al., 2015). In the years 2008, 

2010, 2011, and 2012, nearly half of all sex trafficking stories only reported on underage 

victims (Johnston et al., 2015). In a similar study, minors were identified as victims of 

sex trafficking in about 43 percent of articles from 2009, out of a sample of about 300 

(Johnston et al., 2014).         

 The term “modern-day slavery” which was first coined by journalists during the 

“white slavery scare” of the early 20th century, has stuck as a popular headline in many 

news sources today. This term has contributed to the media’s conflation between the 

concepts of trafficking and slavery, which in turn, have been perceived by the public as 

one in the same (Johnston et. al, 2014). The study by Bonilla & Mo (2019), which looks 

at whether American’s understanding of human trafficking is in line with reality, shows 

that 83% of its respondents believe that human trafficking is a form of slavery. 

Consequently, however, the conflation of these two terms allows the media to hone in on 
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trafficking stories, particularly sex trafficking, which involve victims who have been 

subjected to slave-like conditions during their trafficking experiences. By focusing on 

stories that fit this criteria, the media is disregarding various other commercial sex acts 

such as “erotic phone lines and dance, web cameras, peep shows, graphic sexual 

publications, video and films, fetish services, and so on,” which appear to fall outside of 

the realm of slavery but still possess elements of exploitation nonetheless (Agustín, 2008, 

p. 76). Thus, reducing the issue of trafficking in the media to one that merely involves the 

stories of victims who face slave-like conditions during their trafficking experiences 

would be a misrepresentation of this multidimensional issue.     

 Additionally, words such as “prostitute” and “runaway” are frequently used labels 

in sex trafficking stories (Johnston et al., 2015). Often times, reports of children who are 

trafficked into the sex trade are labeled as “child-prostitutes” while girls escaping from 

their “unhappy home situations” and then end up being trafficked are labeled as runaways 

(Johnston et al., 2015, p. 246).  However, the label of “child-prostitute” is opposed by 

many advocates, as the word implies that there is choice and agency involved and also 

creates long-lasting stigmatization (Johnston et al., 2015). Johnston et al (2015) reported 

that a counter statement to this viewpoint appeared frequently in their sample, stating that 

some individuals in the sex industry do in fact choose to become prostitutes on their own 

free will. Sentiments such as this are seen to minimize the importance of sex trafficking 

(Johnston et al., 2015).        

 While research has shown that the nature of sex trafficking inherently poses risks 

to public health, it has often been framed in the media as a crime issue versus a public 

health issue. This focus on sex trafficking as a crime story becomes embedded in 
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society’s perception of the issue (Johnston et al., 2015). In years 2008, 2009, 2011, and 

2012, crime was associated with sex trafficking in over 80 percent of newspaper articles 

and broadcast stories that focused on the issue (Johnston et al., 2015). And, in the study 

by Johnston et al (2015), sex trafficking was defined as a crime issue in 425 out of 789 

stories used in the sample. Additionally, in a majority of stories that define sex trafficking 

as a crime problem, no cause for the issue is mentioned, such as economic and social 

issue occurring in the home countries of the victims (Johnston et al., 2015).   

 The media has also often portrayed human trafficking as huge worldwide issue 

that is growing at a rapid rate (Weitzer, 2014). Activists, government officials, and even 

scholars have claimed that the issue of human trafficking is reaching incredibly high 

numbers, “victimizing millions of people every year” (Weitzer, 2014). However, the 

magnitude of trafficking cannot be determined with certainty due to its covert nature. In 

2003, figures from various agencies and organizations revealed that the number of 

trafficked individuals worldwide ranged “from 500,000 to 4 million” (Johnston, 2014). 

The discrepancies between each of the sources supports the reality that the magnitude of 

the issue cannot be accurately reported.      

 Additionally, sources such as the U.S. Department of State, who are often used as 

official references by the media and NGO’s, provide no sources for any of the figures 

they provide in their yearly reports (Weitzer, 2014). In 2010, the U.S. Department of 

State made the claim that almost 0.2 percent of the world’s population were currently 

victims of human trafficking, yet there was no evidence given to support this claim or any 

explanation as to how they may have arrived at this number (Weitzer, 2014). When the 

media repeats these exaggerated and unverifiable claims, it gives the public an inaccurate 
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representation of the severity of the issue and can even result in poor policy decisions 

(Johnston, 2014). It is reasonable to assume that the media often depicts trafficking as 

such a large issue in order to grab public attention. Historically, we have seen the media 

exaggerate claims regarding the trafficking of women, particularly during the 20th 

century, for this very reason. Anti-trafficking groups are also particularly good at 

exaggerating trafficking numbers and as a result, produce public outrage and moral panic 

(Johnston, 2014).         

 The topic of human trafficking is an issue that journalists and most of the 

American public find to be fascinating and more interesting compared to other human 

rights issues (Gulati, 2011). The way in which trafficking, specifically sex trafficking, is 

sensationalized in the media can be accredited in part to how Hollywood screenwriters, 

television producers, and authors portray the issue in their work (Gulati, 2011). Many 

films, books, and television series have adopted human trafficking plotlines as it makes 

for an appealing story, however, the concept of trafficking is almost always misconstrued 

and exaggerated in these contexts (Gulati, 2011). Most notably, the film Taken which 

stars actor Liam Neeson, embellishes the concept of sex trafficking, creating this false 

notion that the trafficking of women into the sex industry occurs most commonly in a 

foreign country and by the means of kidnaping or abduction. While these films, books, 

and television series are only feeding the public misconceptions about sex trafficking, 

their exaggerated storylines are what makes grabs the attention of the audience.  

 Similarly, political elites strive to gain public attention and “increase potential for 

action”, by framing certain socio-political issues in a way that sways the public in one 

direction over the other (Bonilla & Mo, 2019, p. 209).  When covering the issue of 
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human trafficking, it is common for the media to rely on human trafficking organizations 

for information on the issue (Bonilla & Mo, 2019). In a study done by Gulati (2011), 

almost thirty percent of the newspaper articles collected in his sample cited non-

governmental organizations and activists as sources. Additionally, Gulati (2011) points 

out that government officials and policymakers were also popular sources cited in 

trafficking stories, claiming that these two sources together were cited in almost fifty 

percent of the articles analyzed. These sources are looked at as official sources by the 

public and work in connection with NGO’s. He further reveals that his analyses revealed 

that the “news agenda is influenced by the policy agenda” and that media coverage on 

trafficking functions to validate the consensus of national policy makers (Gulati, 2011, p. 

375).           

 Gulati’s findings are particularly interesting when looking at the United States 

anti-trafficking efforts. The U.S. State Department comes out with an annual TIP 

(Trafficking in Persons) Report, which is ultimately a reflection of our current anti-

trafficking policies and practices. Additionally, the TIP Report assesses the anti-

trafficking efforts of various countries, including itself, based on the standards stated in 

the Palermo Act (prosecution of traffickers, protection of trafficking victim, prevention of 

trafficking in persons). The countries are placed in a 3-tier system, tier 3 being the 

countries with the least compliance to the Act’s standards and tier 1 being those with full 

compliance (Weitzer, 2014). The alleged purpose of the report is to “engage foreign 

governments on human trafficking” and hold accountable the countries who have failed 

to meet the minimum standards on prosecution, protection, and preventing of trafficking 

(“Trafficking in Persons Report,” n.d.). Therefore, those in the lowest tier, tier 3, are 
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threatened with sanctions if they do not make efforts to reform their laws (Weitzer, 

2014). Since the first TIP Report was released in 2001, the U.S. has always remained in 

tier 1 while most underdeveloped, third world countries have remained in either tier 2 or 

3. This sends the misconstrued message that trafficking is more of a foreign issue rather 

than a domestic one, which is known to have been emphasized in U.S. print media 

(Bonilla & Mo, 2019).       

 Additionally, sex trafficking was prioritized over labor trafficking by President 

Bush and his administration in 2005 (Weitzer, 2014). A lot of attention was being placed 

on the “trafficking of women and children for sexual exploitation”,  while other victims 

and forms of exploitation that did not fit under this category were being ignored (Gulati, 

2011, p. 365). The 2005 TIP Report also claims that “the majority of transnational 

victims are trafficked into commercial sexual exploitation”, giving the impression that 

sex trafficking is a more significant issue than other forms of trafficking (“Trafficking in 

Persons Report,” 2005, p. 6). When looking at the type of information covered in the 

media, sex trafficking articles were “one of the most represented topics” in most years 

between 2000 and 2013 (Bonilla & Mo, 2019, p. 222). Furthermore, Bonilla & Mo’s 

(2019) analysis of print media reveals that media elites have brought more focus to the 

sexual exploitation of women over other forms of exploitation, corroborating the 

information being reiterated among policymakers, NGOs, and government officials, as 

mentioned above.           

 The information pulled from this literature review led me to the following 

questions: how is the media describing the victims? The traffickers? Are the victims and 

traffickers described as people of color or mainly white? Did the implementation of new 
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trafficking laws influence the narrative of sex trafficking in any way? Are victims 

criminalized? Before major anti-trafficking legislation such as The Trafficking Victims 

Protection Act and The Trafficking Victims Reauthorization Act were put into place, it 

was more common to criminalize trafficked individuals rather than protect them 

(Banerjee, 2016). Other questions that arose included: how is the media describing 

methods of trafficking? Where is the media saying trafficking is occurring? Is there a 

common definition of sex trafficking that the media is using?  

 Additionally, based off of themes found in studies from Gulati (2011), Johnston 

et. al (2014), Johnston et. al (2015), Weitzer (2014), and Bonilla & Mo (2019), I 

anticipated that the articles in my study sample would be more likely to mention the 

following: human trafficking as a foreign issue, minors and sexually exploited foreign 

women as typical trafficking victims, phrases such as “runaways”, “child prostitutes”, 

and “modern-day slavery” , sex trafficking framed as a crime issue, sex trafficking 

associated with large numbers, sensationalized accounts, and articles based on sources 

from NGO’s, government officials, and law enforcement officials. Exploring whether any 

of these themes, as well as novel ones, appear in both, one, or neither time period being 

studied and whether there are any overlaps or shifts in sex trafficking narratives between 

the two time periods is the intended goal of this study.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

 

This study is a qualitative content analysis on sex trafficking narratives in the U.S. 

media. To better understand how sex trafficking narratives have shifted over time, a 

sample of newspaper articles from two time periods, 1995 to 2005 and 2015 to present 

day (2022) were analyzed. While sex trafficking is not a novel issue, it only really started 

receiving widespread attention again in the early 2000’s, when prominent anti-trafficking 

laws were put into place. Because of this, I chose to examine time periods before, during, 

and after the increase in public concern and introduction of new policies and legislation. 

Additionally, I separated the two time periods by a decade in order to compare and 

contrast any shifts in sex trafficking narratives that I came across.     

 The decisions I made in my analysis were inspired by studies from Johnston et al. 

(2014), Johnston et al. (2015), and Gulati (2011) which all look at how sex trafficking is 

framed in the media. Johnston et al. 2014 and 2015 engaged in quantitative and 

qualitative content analysis, analyzing news coverage of sex trafficking in U.S. print and 

broadcast media. Johnston et al. (2014) aimed to understand how sex trafficking was 

framed during a year of media coverage while Johnston et al. (2015) looked at media 

coverage over a five year period. Johnston et al. (2014) analyzed how the media was 

defining sex trafficking and its remedies. They coded for categories such as type of 

article or story, issues covered in the story, placement of story, and gender of the author. 

Johnston et. al (2015) analyzed framing techniques as well as the causes, consequences, 

and remedies of sex trafficking being suggested by the media. They coded for categories 

similar to those in Johnston et al. (2014) in addition to the type of sources used, presence 

of international information, evidence of episodic or thematic framing, and mentions of 



 17 

victim or survivor age. Similarly, Gulati (2011) examines the media’s framing of human 

trafficking between the years 1980 and 2006. He conducts a content analysis on relevant 

human trafficking articles from two major U.S. papers, specifically, The New York 

Times and The Washington Post. Analyzing the articles, Gulati searches for “story 

triggers, country focus, issues cited, and sources used” (Gulati, 2011, p. 364). Reviewing 

these articles influenced various decisions in my analysis including which U.S. 

newspapers to use, how many years of media coverage I wanted to examine, and themes I 

wished to investigate.  

Newspaper articles were selected by searching the George Washington University 

online library database for newspapers and news sources. Using the U.S. Newsstream, 

which has access to hundreds of U.S. newspapers, keywords such as “human trafficking,” 

“sex industry,” and “sex trade” were searched within the two time periods. When just 

searching the term “human trafficking”, many of the sources that popped up only 

mentioned sex trafficking once or twice in their story, focusing more broadly on the field. 

This is why I added the terms “sex industry” and “sex trade” into the search in order to 

generate sources that were more specific to sex trafficking. Articles that had key words 

such as “sex trafficking,” “modern day slavery,” or “sex trade” in either the headlines, 

abstract, or as a key term in the story were included. Any articles that mentioned the 

buying or selling of sex or persons were also included. However, articles that used these 

key words in their subject descriptions but were not fundamentally about trafficking were 

excluded (N-6). Additionally, articles that were primarily related to other types of 

trafficking such as labor trafficking and drug trafficking were excluded (N-1). Letters-to-

the-editor, editorials, and book reviews were also excluded (N-7) because the aim was to 
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examine how sex trafficking narratives have shifted in “functional and to-the-point” news 

articles (Pape & Featherstone, 2006, p. 57). Finally, news briefs such as reports of 

convicted or suspected traffickers were included in the sample as well as stories that 

touched upon the use of exploitation during the act of human smuggling since trafficking 

and smuggling are sometimes linked (“Human Trafficking,” n.d.).  

 Initially, the search filter was set to include the following popular newspapers: 

The New York Times, The Washington Post, The Chicago Tribune, The LA Times, and 

The Wall Street Journal. But, after gathering and reviewing the first set of sources, it 

appeared that articles from The New York Times and The Washington Post made up a 

majority of the articles collected. Thus, the search filter was reset to only include 

newspaper articles from The New York Times and The Washington Post. This allowed 

for a more specified, in-depth analysis of two major U.S. newspapers, examining how the 

narrative of sex trafficking has changed over time in their particular publications.  

 In total, 52 articles were collected, however, 13 were excluded as they did not fit 

the criteria. The final sample consisted of 39 newspaper articles. I selected 19 articles 

collectively from The Washington Post between both time periods and 20 articles 

collectively from The New York Times between both time periods.   

Table 1 

 

Time Period 1 (1995-

2005) 

WASHPOST- 9 articles NYT- 10 articles 

Time Period 2 (2015-

2022) 

WASHPOST- 10 articles NYT- 10 articles  
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 I began the anaylsis by separating the articles into four groups: The New York 

Times 1995 to 2005, The Washington Post 1995 to 2005, The New York Times 2015 to 

2022, The Washington Post 2015 to 2022. Starting with the first group of articles, I noted 

any terms, phrases, and descriptions that were significant in shaping the narrative of sex 

trafficking. For example, any mention of movement from one place to another, promises 

of a better life, gender of traffickers and victims, deceit or coercion, fear, violence, etc. 

were included. This was repeated for each article. I then took this data and searched for 

repetitions of any terms, phrases or descriptions within articles from the same time 

period. Any terms, phrases or descriptions that were mentioned in five or more articles 

from each time period were recognized as significant themes. These themes were then 

compared between the two time periods and the two newspaper publications in order to 

identify any major shifts in sex trafficking narratives.  

Like any study, there are limitations to this qualitative content analysis on sex 

trafficking narratives in U.S. media. To start, since this study only focuses on two U.S. 

newspapers, The Washington Post and The New York Times, the findings are only 

specific to these particular news outlets and to media in the United States, meaning the 

findings are not generalizable. Additionally, because this study only examined articles 

that matched a specific search criteria, sampling bias was present due to the omission of 

articles that did not fit under the specific criteria. Naturally, this limited the amount of 

articles that were analyzed and produced a small sample size. As a result, this can 

undermine the internal and external validity of the study.   
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Chapter 4: Theoretical Framework 

 

 

The way in which sex trafficking has been portrayed in the media can be viewed 

through social constructionist theory. Sex trafficking is viewed as a social problem in our 

society, and to view it through social constructionist theory is to propose that it became a 

social problem because claim makers took something that was not widely seen as a 

problem. They defined it as one and successfully made an impact on a large number of 

individuals thereafter (Perrin & Perrin, 2011). Claim makers can be defined as 

individuals or groups that make claims about certain injustices or “claims with respect to 

some putative condition” (Perrin & Perrin, 2011, p. 3035). Thus, the social construction 

of a certain social problem begins to come together when claim makers (an individual or 

group) create concern over a specific “condition” in which they regard as “unacceptable” 

(Perrin & Perrin, 2011, p. 3035). In this case, sex trafficking is the condition and the 

claim makers are segments of the public and mass media. During the “white slavery 

scare” of the early 20th century, exaggerated stories of white women being lured into 

sexual slavery were making news headlines. However, contrary to how the issue was 

being portrayed in the media, the reality was that these white women were sex workers 

who were acting on their own free will (Bonilla & Mo, 2019). Nonetheless, it was during 

this time that society legitimatized the claims being made by the media and fell into a 

moral panic. Social constructionist theory suggests that social problems are realized 

through this process of societal reaction and subsequently, social definition (Perrin & 

Perrin, 2011).           

 Moral panics consist of a sudden rise in fear and concern over a perceived threat 

during a particular point in time (Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 1994). They are defined by five 
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critical elements: concern, hostility, consensus, volatility, and disproportionality (Goode 

& Ben-Yehuda, 1994). The element of concern must involve an elevated sense of 

concern over a particular group or behavior; which was present in the white slavery 

hysteria of the early 20th century. During this time, the media placed white women at the 

forefront of the “crisis”, establishing them as the victims of trafficking while foreign men 

were represented as the group of people who were engaging in the threatening behavior. 

The dichotomization between victim and perpetrator, white women and foreign men, can 

be viewed as meeting the element of hostility in the definition of moral panics. 

Furthermore, in 2001, the U.S. Department of State started to publish a yearly TIP 

Report, which featured a worldwide rating of governments’ efforts in combatting human 

trafficking. According to this yearly report, underdeveloped countries have remained to 

be among those who have failed to meet the minimum standards on the prevention of 

human trafficking. This has contributed to the negative association between trafficking 

and foreignness, as we sanction those countries who do not comply with U.S. standards.  

As a society we have come to an agreement that the threat of trafficking is real 

and serious (Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 1994). This consensus, a third element in the 

definition of moral panics, led to the development of various pieces of legislation. The 

Mann Act, enacted in the midst of the white slavery scare of the early 20th century, and 

both the Palermo Protocol and Trafficking and Violence Protection Act which were 

enacted in 2000, each aimed to combat human trafficking by criminalizing it and 

implementing measures to prevent it. Furthermore, it is common to see public definitions 

being fought over. The legal definition of human trafficking has only broadened over 

time, as it now addresses victims of all ages, races, gender, and industries, since former 
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definitions were found to be too restrictive and exclusive. The element of movement, 

which was once crucial to the definition, is no longer required for an act to constitute as 

trafficking. These definitions are likely to have changed due to influence from activists 

and legislators trying to advance their claims and issues of morality.    

 Additionally, moral panics possess the element of volatility, emerging suddenly 

and then abating just as quickly (Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 1994). Some moral panics can 

even remain latent for a period of time and then re-emerge (Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 

1994). This is not to say, though, that moral panics cannot leave a long-lasting impact on 

society. What is consistent among moral panics, regardless of whether or not the panic 

changes the social fabric of society, is that the overwhelming sense of “fear, hostility, and 

concern” that is produced during the panic is often temporary and cannot be sustained for 

a long period of time (Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 1994, p. 367). We have seen this with 

human trafficking during the white slavery scare of the 20th century. The degree of fear 

and concern among the public during this time was at an all-time high, although, 

temporary. After this short-lived period of hysteria, the issue of human trafficking 

remained latent until the early 21st century. In 2000, human trafficking returned into the 

limelight. Since the white slavery scare, the government has implemented various anti-

trafficking initiatives and laws including The Mann Act, The Palermo Protocol, and the 

TVPA.  The Mann Act of 1910 criminalized the transportation of women for the purpose 

of prostitution or other immoral purpose, while the Palermo Protocol and TVPA, both 

enacted in 2000, aimed to prevent and punish the trafficking of persons and protect 

victims, especially women and children. These pieces of legislation have only become 
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more established and punitive over time, changing the legal, moral, and social fabric of 

society (Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 1994).  

Lastly, moral panics come with the assumption that the concern regarding a threat 

is greater than what empirical evidence can support (Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 1994). This 

is referred to as the element of disproportionality. Generating, spreading, and publicizing 

numbers is a significant feature of moral panics, as the amount of victims and deaths are 

often exaggerated by claim-makers (Best, 2012). Activists and government officials have 

claimed that human trafficking has affected a massive amount of individuals. However, 

figures from other sources reveal a discrepancy between the alleged magnitude of 

trafficking versus the number of victims that have actually been identified and supported 

by authorities (Weitzer, 2014). In 2010, the U.S. Department of State disclosed that a 

mere 0.4 percent of estimated trafficking victims worldwide had been officially identified 

but provided no references for how they arrived at the estimated number of trafficking or 

identified victims (Weitzer, 2014). Nonetheless, claiming that human trafficking 

victimizes millions of people cannot be proven at the macro-international level nor the 

national level due to the covert nature of trafficking and the lack of an established 

baseline of individuals who identify as victims of trafficking (Weitzer, 2014).  

Social constructionist theory states that when social problems are paired with big 

numbers, it implies that there is a large issue (Perrin & Perrin, 2011). This instills a sense 

of fear and worry among the public and legislators, eventually translating into a demand 

for attention and action (Perrin & Perrin, 2011). In 2010, the U.S. government claimed 

that almost 0.2 percent of the world’s population were “current trafficking victims”, yet 

no sources or hard evidence were provided to support their claim (Weitzer, 2014, p. 10). 
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And, in 2012, the ILO (International Labour Organization) claimed that 9.1 million 

individuals were “engaged in forced labor as a result of trafficking” (Weitzer, 2014). It is 

only natural for these statistics to spark concern among society, as they give the 

impression that trafficking is a large worldwide issue that should be dealt with promptly 

and effectively.  

Similarly, social constructionist theory suggest that as various social problems 

compete for public attention and resources, the claims made about the particular social 

problem “must be compelling” (Perrin & Perrin, 2011, p. 3035). Individuals who are 

advocating for the issue essentially need to sell it to the public and legislators in order to 

get their support and see change. The public favors melodramatic issues and issues that 

involve big numbers (Best, 2012). This is particularly true with the issue of sex 

trafficking and how it is depicted in the media. As previously mentioned, in the early 20th 

century, the media fueled public hysteria with embellished stories of white women being 

kidnapped by foreigners, smuggled across the country, and forced into the sex trade. The 

media had labeled foreign men as the “villains” of their storylines and labeled women as 

the vulnerable victims, which ultimately drew the attention and concern of the public. It 

was, and still is, common to see the media feature stories of the most severe and tragic 

trafficking experiences, usually involving abductions, kidnappings, rape, and even death. 

While these types of experiences, in reality, are rarely how trafficking occurs, focusing 

on the most severe cases undoubtedly makes the issue appear more threatening to the 

public. Honing in on the cases that only make up a small percent of trafficking 

experiences distorts the public’s perception on the topic, giving them the impression that 

these types of cases occur more commonly than they actually do, only to further 
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exacerbate the moral panic. When you pair large statistical estimates with tragic stories, it 

is easy to draw attention and concern to a condition. Once enough attention and concern 

is drawn to the condition to where it is deemed unacceptable by claim makers, it is then 

that society constructs it as a social problem.  
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Chapter 5: Findings/ Discussion 

 

 

The media has largely contributed to the way sex trafficking narratives are 

communicated to the public. By analyzing print media on the topic of sex trafficking 

from two major U.S. newspapers, this research project aimed to reveal the ways in which 

these narratives have changed between one time period and the next, how we can explain 

these shifts, and what they can tell us about media coverage and our understanding of the 

issue.  

Table 2 
Frequency of Significant Themes Found 

 

 

Themes-  

Time Period 1  

(1995-2005) 

 

 

 

Frequency 

 

Themes- 

Time Period 2 

(2015-2022)  

 

 

Frequency 

Sex trafficking as a 

foreign issue 

High 

 

Minors are victims High 

 

Government 

officials used as 

references 

High Victims trafficked 

through commercial 

websites 

 

High 

Women caught in 

slave-like 

conditions 

High Female victims High 

Sexually exploited, 

immigrant women 

are victims 

High Trafficking 

occurring in the 

United States 

Medium 

Movement from 

one place to another 

is involved 

High Traffickers have 

money and status 

Medium 

Minors are victims  Medium Government 

officials used as 

references  

Medium 

Sex trafficking 

associated with big 

numbers 

Medium Indigent victims Low 

Trafficking 

occurring in 

Medium Victims with 

history of abuse 

Low 
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victim’s home 

country 

Victim’s given false 

promises of better 

life/job 

Medium Victim’s given false 

promises of better 

life/job 

Low 

Victim’ seeking 

work abroad due to 

poor economic 

conditions in home 

countries 

Medium Male traffickers Low 

Use of the term 

“modern-day 

slavery” 

Medium Deceit or coercion 

is involved  

Low  

Deceit or coercion 

is involved 

Low   

Sex trafficking 

associated with the 

spread of disease 

Low   

Male traffickers Low   

Brothels are 

trafficking hot-spots 

Low   

 

The table above lists all the significant themes found in articles from The New 

York Times and The Washington Post for both time periods. A handful of these themes 

supported the findings in studies from Gulati (2011), Johnston et. al (2014), Johnston et. 

al (2015), Weitzer (2014), and Bonilla & Mo (2019). In order for a theme to be deemed 

“significant”, it had to be mentioned in at least five or more articles during one time 

period. The “Frequency” column indicates how often the theme was mentioned in articles 

during the specified time period. A “low” frequency indicates that the theme was 

mentioned in less than 40 percent of the articles, “medium” frequency indicates the theme 

was mentioned in 40 to 60 percent of the articles, and “high” indicates that the theme was 

mentioned in over 60 percent of the articles.  

Ultimately, the most significant shifts in the narrative of sex trafficking had to do 

with how victims were being trafficked, where the trafficking was occurring, and who 
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was doing the trafficking. In articles from the 1995-2005 time period, sex trafficking was 

commonly described as a foreign issue in 12 out of 19 articles. The media heavily 

focused on trafficking stories that took place abroad in countries such as Thailand, 

Cambodia, Philippines, South Korea, Indonesia, Bulgaria, Malaysia as well as Slavic and 

Western European countries. Sex trafficking was also described as involving physical 

movement from one place to another in 13 out of 19 articles. In a New York Times article 

from June 26, 2005, women, “sometimes dozens at a time”, are described arriving in 

Turkey via a “ferry from across the Black Sea” (Smith & Arsu, 2005). These women, 

who are searching for work, “often end up working as prostitutes…sometimes against 

their will” (Smith & Arsu, 2005). Additionally, in 11 out of 19 articles, the recruitment of 

victims was achieved by luring individuals with false promises of higher paying jobs 

abroad. It was also common to read that victims were being trafficked in their home 

countries, as found in 10 out of 19 articles. For example, The Washington Post article 

from August 23, 2004 describes the experience of a young girl named Sri, being lured 

from her home “with the promise of a better future”, however, after being illegally 

transported across borders into Malaysia , she “was sold from one trafficker to another, 

locked up and raped and forced to be a prostitute” (Nakashima & Sipress, 2004).  

It was also common for women to be described as being caught in slave-like 

conditions. These conditions were described as victims accruing insurmountable debt 

which they owed to traffickers, experiencing violence and restrictive movement, fearing 

revenge and deportation from traffickers, and having their passports and documentation 

withheld. These kinds of descriptions were present in 73 percent of the articles analyzed 

during this time period. Additionally, the traffickers were more commonly described as 
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being men, mainly from countries abroad and sometimes mentioned as being American. 

However, mentions of U.S. traffickers were only present in 3 out of 19 articles in this 

time period. Descriptions of these men were very limited and vague, rarely sharing 

anything more but their gender and nationalities.   

Similar to articles from the 1995-2005 time period, articles from the 2015-2022 

more commonly described traffickers as being male rather than female. However, there 

was a specific emphasis placed on traffickers with money and status during the 2015-

2022 time period, as this theme appeared in almost 50 percent of the articles analyzed. 

Moguls such as Jeffrey Epstein, Ghislaine Maxwell,  Peter Nygard, and R. Kelly were 

some of big names mentioned among articles from this time period. These individuals 

have all been found guilty of sex trafficking and share the characteristics of wealth and 

status, which they used for their own personal benefit. Similarly, Jared Fogle is another 

example of an individual who used their power and celebrity to exploit vulnerable 

persons. Although he avoided human trafficking charges, Fogle’s signed plea agreement 

states that he had paid for sex with at least two minors and even “offered a finder’s fee to 

others if they could find him children as young as 14 to sexually abuse” (Mathon-

Mathieu & Guelbart, 2015). Additionally, a Washington Post article from December 10, 

2019 covered a story about a man from Florida who targeted young girls in foster care 

and other vulnerable women and enticed them with “the promise of safety” (Shepherd, 

2019). He offered them a place to stay in one of his three homes in South Florida as well 

as “flashy sports cars and luxury designer clothing” (Shepherd, 2019). Using his wealth, 

he was able to lure and exploit victims who were in vulnerable positions.  
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Furthermore, the narrative of sex trafficking during the 2015-2022 time period 

regarded the issue as being more domestic rather than being mainly international. Forty 

percent of the articles from this time period featured a trafficking story that occurred in 

the United States.  Lastly, the media placed a heavy focus on internet websites and their 

role in the victimization, recruitment, and trafficking of persons, as it was mentioned in 

65 percent of the articles analyzed. The internet has made the recruitment of victims 

incredibly convenient for traffickers, as physical contact and movement are no longer 

required in order to lure victims and sexually exploit them. Commercial websites such as 

Craigslist and Backpage as well as Pornhub have been slammed for profiting 

tremendously off the illegal content that circulates on their pages and for allowing 

traffickers to facilitate their business through their platforms (Chokshi, 2018).  

Findings Explained 

Next, we explore why these shifts may have occurred and what they tell us about 

media coverage. First, looking at how the narrative shifted from trafficking being a 

foreign issue to trafficking being more of a domestic issue, conveys the idea that this shift 

in the media could have been influenced by policymakers. However, this is not to say that 

all policymakers are trying to influence public discourse on trafficking to advance their 

own interests, as many do influence discourse with the intention of helping combat the 

issue of sex trafficking. As mentioned in the literature review, the white slavery scare of 

the early 20th century sent the public into a moral panic. During this time, saving white 

women from the immoralities of foreign men was the top priority. Legislators aimed to 

translate this concern into a demand for legal action, leading to the enactment of The 

Mann Act. Sensationalized trafficking stories placed foreigners at the root of the issue, 
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creating an association between trafficking and foreignness. Because the Mann Act was a 

product of this charged environment, it is not surprising that findings revealed sex 

trafficking was being portrayed as foreign issue in articles during the 1995-2005 time 

period.  

Since the enactment of the Palermo Protocol and TVPA in the early 2000’s, the 

definition of trafficking has become more expansive. Today, the definition is inclusive of 

victims of all ages, races, genders, industries and no longer requires a transnational 

element. The increase in articles containing stories of trafficking in the U.S. during the 

2015-2022 time period could indicate that the expansion of the legal definition of 

trafficking influenced the media to broaden their narrative of it, now describing 

trafficking as an issue that is just as likely to occur domestically as it is internationally. 

Due to more coverage on trafficking stories in the U.S., the association between 

trafficking and foreignness naturally becomes weaker, as foreign countries are no longer 

the main focus of the issue. This shift in narrative aligns with the idea that news agenda is 

influenced by policy agenda (Gulati, 2011).  

Second, we analyze the shift in the media’s representation of traffickers. The 

findings revealed that in both time periods, men were commonly portrayed as traffickers. 

However, traffickers who had wealth and status emerged as a reoccurring theme among 

articles during the 2015-2022 time period. Now, this is not suggesting that an increasing 

amount of individuals with wealth and status suddenly emerged as sex traffickers during 

this particular time period, but rather, this is suggesting that during this time period, the 

media was choosing to cover various stories that involved traffickers with this certain 

criteria. We can try and explain why this is through the concept of moral panics. Cohen 
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(1972) states that the subject of a moral panic can sometimes be novel, “and at other 

times it is something which has been in existence long enough, but suddenly appears in 

the limelight” (p. 9). The idea that individuals were using their wealth in ways that 

allowed them to exploit other, more vulnerable individuals is not a novel one, yet 

appeared more frequently in articles from this time period.  

Goode & Ben-Yehuda (1994) states that activists and their issues of morality 

provide the content of a moral panic and interests provide the timing. Additionally, 

widespread public concern is an essential element of a moral panic and when paired with 

elite interests, can cause great concern among the majority (Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 

1994). The phrase “Me Too” was first coined by black social activist Tarana Burke in 

2006, who aimed to empower women and girls of color who had been faced with sexual 

violence. While the issue of sexual violence has been occurring for centuries, it was not 

until 2017, when white actress Alyssa Milano kickstarted the #MeToo movement, 

popularizing the term on social media in regards to her sexual assault allegations against 

Hollywood producer, Harvey Weinstein. Alyssa Milano’s interests in combatting sexual 

violence and the fact that she was a white, female celebrity who appealed to the interests 

of the general public, provided the timing for this re-emerged moral panic and subsequent 

media coverage on the issue.  

The #MeToo movement gained a lot of momentum in 2017 and kept steam for 

years to follow. Moguls like Jeffrey Epstein, Peter Nygard, R-Kelly, and other high-

profile individuals were the topic of discussion in many of the articles from this time 

period (9 out of 20), as they fit the criteria for wealthy and powerful perpetrators. 

Ultimately, this archetype was not produced from nothing. As previously mentioned, 
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perpetrators who fit this criteria have always been around and posed a threat to vulnerable 

individuals. Rather, it was the re-emergence of the moral panic triggered by public 

concern and interest over an issue that brought the immoralities of many wealthy and 

powerful individuals into the spotlight.  

 Lastly, we investigate the shift in the methods and recruitment of trafficking. 

During the 1995-2005 time period, much of the methods of trafficking described in the 

media involved traffickers physically approaching their victims and luring them with 

false promises of a better job and life abroad. Traffickers then typically arranged illegal 

transportation to the destination country. The references used for these articles primarily 

came from government officials and policymakers who were shedding light on the issue 

of trafficking and discussing what measures could be taken to help combat it. However, 

in the 2015-2022 time period, the methods of trafficking that were described in the 

articles involved frequent use of the internet and commercial websites.  

As mentioned in the literature review, when covering the issue of trafficking, it is 

common for the media to use information relayed from NGO’s, law enforcement 

personnel, and government officials. The use of these sources elevates the seriousness of 

the issue, as the public perceives these sources to be official (Gulati, 2011). Polaris, a 

well-known human trafficking NGO, stated in their 2018 report that social media 

platforms such as Tinder, WhatsApp, Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat, and Kik 

were popular sites for traffickers to recruit victims (“On-Ramps, Intersections, and Exit 

Routes,” 2018). Additionally, they stated that victims have also been coerced into 

trafficking through commercial websites such as Craigslist (“On-Ramps, Intersections, 

and Exit Routes,” 2018). In March of 2020, the FBI issued out a warning addressing the 
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dangers of sexual predators online (Dean, Hargrove, & Jones, 2020). The FBI’s warning 

emphasized that children may be at high risk for online sexual exploitation during this 

particular time due to virtual learning and increased time spent online, urging parents to 

be aware of these dangers and to know how to recognize the signs (Dean et al., 2020). 

The public trusts that these sources are legitimate as they believe these individuals to be 

experts on the subject they are reporting on. As a result, the public is more likely to take 

the issue seriously when the media uses them as references in their stories (Gulati, 2011).  

Analysis of articles from the 2015-2022 time period revealed that cases against 

big-name websites such as Craigslist, Backpage, and Pornhub were mentioned in a 

handful of the articles (7 out of 20). The main focus of these stories involved the ways in 

which these websites were helping facilitate the recruitment of trafficking victims as well 

as the type of illegal content that was being uploaded through their sites. The references 

used were primarily government officials and law enforcement personnel, including 

prosecutors and defense attorneys. That being said, this shift in media coverage regarding 

methods of trafficking is, in part, associated with the advancement of technology, but it is 

also important to note how it aligns with type of information government officials, 

policymakers, and law enforcement officials are reporting on during a specific point in 

time and their viewpoints on the issue, as much of the information in the articles analyzed 

were reiterating information already communicated by these sources. That being said, it 

may appear as though the media is validating the claims made by these sources, fostering 

a greater sense of seriousness around the topic being discussed.  

Although we cannot measure how much of what the media has communicated to 

the public about sex trafficking has contributed to the public’s perception of the issue in 
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this particular study, we can attempt to examine the possibilities based on this analysis. A 

lot of what we hear in the media influences our perceptions and constructs our opinions 

on certain issues. We have seen proof of this in the white slavery scare of the 20th 

century, the War on Drugs, politics, elections, and public health crises such as the recent 

COVID-19 pandemic. There is often this idea that if a certain issue or event is reported 

on in the news, then it must be highly important and significant. Because of this mindset, 

individuals are more inclined to process information being relayed by the media as 

factual. However, as we have examined in this analysis, the media has certain criteria in 

regards to what it chooses to cover and how much of it, when to cover it, and what 

viewpoints it is choosing to validate in their messaging.  Based on the findings from this 

study and subsequent analysis, media coverage can be seen as being influenced by 

political agenda and policymakers, government officials and law enforcement personnel, 

and the timing of moral panics which can re-emerge over time.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

 

The findings from this study yielded similar results to previous studies. As with 

Gulati (2011), this study revealed that media agenda is likely influenced by policy 

agenda, and serves to echo the consensus of legislators. The sex trafficking narrative 

between the 1995-2005 time period and 2015-2022 time period seemed to shift based on 

the evolution of the legal human trafficking definition. As the definition became more 

expansive and more inclusive of victims from all races, gender, ages, and industries, the 

narrative in the media followed suit. In the articles from the 2015-2022 time period, the 

media was acknowledging that the consequences of human trafficking were prominent in 

the United States, more so than it was during the 1995-2005 time period.   

  Again, similar to Gulati (2011), this study revealed that the media commonly 

uses government officials, law enforcement personnel, and policymakers as sources. In 

articles from both time periods, the media was frequently reiterating information stated 

by these sources in their stories. The shift in trafficking narrative regarding the 

recruitment of victims was associated with the concerns and views of policymakers, 

government officials, and law enforcement personnel during that specific point in time. 

Because the public perceives these particular sources to be credible and official, this 

conveys the idea that the media uses these sources in order to enhance the seriousness of 

the issue being discussed. Lastly, this study found that there was a spike in articles during 

the 2015-2022 time period covering stories of individuals who used their wealth and 

status to sexually exploit vulnerable victims. When comparing the representation of 

traffickers in the media between the 1995-2005 time period and 2015-2022 time period, 

the archetype shifts toward wealthy and powerful men in the latter time period. The 
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analysis of this shift revealed that the re-emergence of a moral panic during this time 

period was likely to influence the increase in articles that covered stories of traffickers 

who fit this criteria.   
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