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Outcomes

¨ Learn about context for commercial sex, laws
¨ How does race/racism impact this market?

¤ Sex trafficking as a racial justice issue

¨ Strategies for macro social work practice
¨ Gain takeaways for clinical social work practice



Section One

Background



UROC’s Mission

…to link the University of Minnesota in vital 
partnership with urban communities to advance 
learning, improve quality of life, and discover 
breakthrough solutions to critical problems.

…the vision to transform how we work 
together in 3 community identified areas

Engaged Research Methodology



Sex Trading, Trafficking and Community Wellbeing Initiative

Youth and 
YPAR



Human Trafficking 101
¨ Exploitation of a person for labor or sex 

through force, fraud, coercion

¨ AMP Model

¨ Myths: 
¤ Movement not required

¤ Not necessarily an international issue

¨ Sex trafficking occurs within prostitution, 
pornography, web cams, brothels, strip 
clubs*, massage parlors*

*can overlap with labor trafficking
© Polaris Project (2012)



Commercial Sex Markets: Supply/Demand

DEMAND:
Sex Buyer

SUPPLY:
Provider/Victims

DISTRIBUTION:
Facilitator/Trafficker



Minnesota Legal Context

• Force, fraud, coercion

Federal Law: Trafficking Victims Protection Act

• Third party facilitation by any means

MN Sex Trafficking – 609.321/609.322

• Decriminalized prostitution for minors; statewide coordinated system

MN Safe Harbor for Youth

• Fully criminalized for provider/victims and sex buyers

MN Prostitution – 609.324



Literature on Sex Buyers

¨ Very little research uses an intersectional lens of gender and race in sex 

trafficking research

¨ Overall buyer demographics reflect community demographics

¨ Buyer preferences have been little explored: sex acts, venues, deviance

¨ Limited studies indicate that buyer preferences of provider’s race/ethnicity 

plays a dominant role in the marketplace



Literature on Provider/Victims

¨ Feminist lens/gender-based violence

¨ Individual risk factors of victims

¨ Trauma, harm prevalent, also due to racism

¨ Connection to colonization, slavery, and historical 

trauma



Section Two 

Sexualized Racism: Methods



Mapping the Demand: Sex Buyers in MN

¨ Who are sex buyers in Minnesota?
¨ Where do they live and purchase sex? When?
¨ How do they enter the marketplace?
¨ What are they looking for in the market?



Stakeholder Interviews (N=157)

25 communities
95 agencies



“Sexualized Racism” Methods

¨ Secondary analysis of qualitative data combined with 
other data providing context on racial disparities

¨ Intersectional approach to sex trafficking and 
prostitution

¨ Examined how race impacts provider/victims’ 
experiences in the marketplace

¨ Attention to specific traumas, harms due to sex buyers, 
and risk factors



Overview of Findings

¨ Who is involved in trading sex in Minnesota (supply and 
demand side)?

¨ What is it that buyers want (demand)?
¨ How does that show up in advertising (commodification)? 

¨ What happens to providers of color in the market (i.e. 
treatment)



Section Three: Findings

Composite Picture of Commercial 
Sex Markets



Minnesota’s Racial/Ethnic Breakdown

MN is: 
¨ 85% white
¨ 6.2% black/African Am.
¨ 5.2% Latina/o or Hispanic
¨ 4.9% Asian
¨ 2.4% Two or more races
¨ 1.3% American Indian

U.S. Census Bureau (2016). “Quick Facts” Accessed from 
www.census.gov/quickfacts/MN.



Provider/Victim Demographics

Provider/Victims

Majority 
young

Majority 
female

Majority 
POC 

and AI



Provider/Victim Demographics
“A very large portion [of victims served are] Native American, African 
American. I'd say um Hispanic. Um... I think out of those few dozen, one 
white non-Hispanic. So ‘K. So so. Hispanic, Native American, Caucasian, 
African American. Large portion- largest portion Native American.” –
Social services, West Central MN

“We've had mixed primarily of African American, American Indian girls 
have been my highest rates that - my highest demographics that I've 
experienced, or that I've been involved with so far. Um couple mixed 
raced, maybe one or two, mixed raced girls.” – Social services, 
Northeast MN



Victims Served via Safe Harbor

Atella, Schauben & Connell (2015). Safe Harbor: First Year Evaluation Report. Wilder Research. Sept 2015.



Victims Served via Safe Harbor

Atella, Schauben & Connell (2015). Safe Harbor: First Year Evaluation Report. Wilder Research. Sept 2015.



Sex Buyer Demographics

Sex Buyers

Majority 
white

Majority 
middle 

aged 40-
60s

Middle-
upper 
income



Sex Buyers in Minnesota

¨ Predominately white men, middle to upper income, 40s-
60s, married with families

“A good majority of them are going to be your middle-aged 
to older white males as a demographic on them. A little bit, I 
would say, higher up on the economic scale - they have a little 
extra money to spend. A good majority of them, I would say 
80-90 percent are married with children.” – Law Enforcement



Sex Buyers in Minnesota



Composite Picture of MN’s Commercial Sex Markets

Low income, young 
women of color.

Population 
disproportionately and 

inversely reflects 
race/ethnicity of state’s 

population

White, middle age, 
disposable income, 

married men.
Population reflects 

race/ethnicity of state’s 
male population

Similar to 
demographics of 
provider/victims, 
but mostly male



Employment Data by Race/Ethnicity

“Behind the Curve: Racial and Ethnic Disparities in the Twin Cities Metro in 2015.” (Sept 2016). METROSTATS: Exploring Regional 
Issues that Matter. Metropolitan Council. Accessed from: metcouncil.org/metrostats.



Poverty Rate by Race/Ethnicity

“Behind the Curve: Racial and Ethnic Disparities in the Twin Cities Metro in 2015.” (Sept 2016). METROSTATS: Exploring Regional 
Issues that Matter. Metropolitan Council. Accessed from: metcouncil.org/metrostats.



Homeownership by Race/Ethnicity

“Behind the Curve: Racial and Ethnic Disparities in the Twin Cities Metro in 2015.” (Sept 2016). METROSTATS: Exploring Regional 
Issues that Matter. Metropolitan Council. Accessed from: metcouncil.org/metrostats.



Community Vulnerabilities

“They also target minorities because nobody cares when things 
happen to minorities.” –Service provider

¨ Structural oppression: gender inequality, racism, 
poverty, historical trauma, intergenerational 
prostitution



“I think this is still the same old trade that's been going on 
since those boats came in to this harbor. And I think that's 
exactly why Duluth has, and Minnesota generally has such 
as big problem with it is that the people on the reservations, 
and it came out of those boarding schools, are just a 
perfect prey class. You have a class of people that are so 
marginalized, so disbelieved, so stripped of voice and 
power that they can just be picked off.” 

– Social services, Northeast MN



Minnesota has significant racial disparities

A unique context?… How might racial disparities impact 
trafficking & commercial sex trading where you live?



Section Four: Findings

Sex Buyer Behavior and Treatment 
of POC/AI



Sex Buyers Seek an “Experience”

¨ Range in frequency of sex buying 
behavior; “hobbyists” to once or 
twice in a lifetime

¨ Not simply seeking “sex”; 
purchasing an experience that 
they control

¨ Wide variety of experiences 
sought (or obtained by force from 
some)

No 
condom

Quick, 
anonymous 

sex

YOUNG Fetish & 
Fantasy

Provider 
Ethnicity

Specific 
sex acts



Sex Buyer Preferences Reflect Feminine Ideals 
and Stereotypes

“And they’ll think, well, if she’s a 
white girl, she’s more likely to get 
more calls.” – Law enforcement

“[Buyers want] vaguely mixed girls, the 
girls that are racially ambiguous or that 

are closer to white, but not actually 
white. Whiteness is still a standard, but 
it's still more attractive if you have a 

brown or black girl that can pass as or is 
lighter skinned or stuff like that. Exotic is 

always the word I see.” – Service 
provider

“Because there are white men that 
want to fuck black women and call 

them slave names and stuff like 
while they're doing it. And it's like 
that's what's getting them off, is 
that they're treating this n-word, 

bitch, however they feel like 
treating her.” - Service provider

Girl 
Next-
Door

Ambiguous
Exotic

Eroticized 
Racism



Race/Ethnicity is Commodified and Marketed 
through Advertising   

Bodies and 
identities are 
marketed to 

buyers to create 
an experience

and meet market 
demand:

Fetishizing, 
dehumanizing

African-
American

White or 
very tan 

white female

American 
Indian

Exotic mix, 
Polynesian

Asian & 
Latina

Submissive 
Asian or 

Feisty Latina

May be 
advertised asà



Buyer Treatment: Less Money

Provider/victims of color earn less 
money to the dollar than white 
provider/victims

“Girls will go be friends 
with the girl they're being 
sold with and the black 
girl will make $100 less 
with the same sexual act, 

exact same thing.” 
- Service provider

“Racism is rampant in this 
industry. It’s loud and it 
doesn’t hold back in prices 
and the way that they 
[minority women] are 
treated [by buyers].”
- Service provider



Emotional/Psychological Assault

n “So they're looking for that power of like... talking horribly to one person 
while penetrating them, while doing things to them that they're supposed to 
like. So that juxtaposition of violence and sex which us as a society are so 
good at tying together.” - Service provider

n “Just obviously the name calling and different, you know. A lot of the 
mainstream acts, whether it's ejaculating, urinating, defecating on them and 
their body and their mouth…you know, really unhealthy things too. Not using 
any type of protection.” - Service provider



Physical & Sexual Assault Based on Race

n “African-American women are treated much more violently, and so are Native 
Americans. Actually... Native Americans are by far more abused than anybody else. I 
had four friends from 1999 to now that were Native American and that were involved 
in prostitution, and they are all dead. “ - Service provider

n “One elder talks about how one guy buys [American] Indian women just so that he can 
beat them. He buys them so that he can beat them. I'm sure there's sexual assault at 
some point in that process, but he wants to beat them first. He wants to physically 
assault them and harm them.” - Service provider

n “Or as Asian—the Asian dominance situation. It’s really sad. Asian girls will go on calls 
with a guy that sound like he’s going to be totally nice to her and stuff, and then she’ll 
be like brutalized because she’s Asian and won’t tell or something…” – Service provider



Intergenerational Traumatic Assault 

n “It’s…super control filled and super like, glorifying to rape a black woman 
and be her owner…And she has to go along with that if she want to make 
money. Like, some guys find that so hot and she has to play that role and how 
degrading to say like, ‘I'm your slave.’“ - Service provider

Provider/victims subject to reenactments of colonization and 
slavery.



Conclusion of Findings

¨ Racism has a great impact on who is exploited in 
the market and how they are exploited

¨ Commodification/marketing can be degrading, 
damaging, dehumanizing

¨ Race-based treatment by buyers can be a source of 
complex trauma

¨ Social justice issue: race, class, gender



Section Five

Social Work Implications



Macro Implications
¨ Need for an intersectional approach: classism, racism, historical 

trauma, and more

¨ Sex trafficking and prostitution are racial justice issues!
¨ Focus on reducing racial disparities:

¤ Going “upstream” means eliminating racial disparities and extreme 
vulnerabilities

¨ Focus on the most exploitative aspects of the demand:
¤ Prevalence of violence in sex buying

¤ Social justice issue related to power/privilege/oppression



Sample Macro Strategy: Housing

¨ History of housing discrimination
¨ Redlining, rental histories, racial covenants
¨ Lack of affordable housing
¨ Low home ownership in African American communities is 

a result of this history AND poverty wages
¨ Affordable housing: many prohibit people with 

prostitution records from getting safe, affordable 
housing



Sample Macro Strategy: Housing

1. Advocate for funding to build and support 
affordable housing and homes

2. Advocate for higher wages, sustainable jobs
3. Eliminate loopholes and barriers for people with 

prostitution records



Direct Practice Implications: Engagement

Shame & 
Mistrust

• Unconditional Positive Regard
• Empathy

Lack of 
Safety 

• Safety Plan 
• Basic & fundamental needs 

addressed

Lack of 
Awareness

• Adopt client terms & use non-
judgmental language

• Collaborate with client

o Provider/victims seek services 
through different points of 
entry

o Many victims of trafficking do 
not identify as being trafficked

o “Stages of change”
o Rates of PTSD for trafficking 

victims greater than for combat 
veterans

o Not single incident but 
complex trauma

o Additional harms to victims 
incurred through racism



Treatment Approaches 
¨ Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), Anxiety, 

Dissociation, and Depression—common mental health 
effects

¨ Employ treatments for complex trauma (CPTSD)  
¨ Employ culturally specific and culturally attuned 

therapies
¨ Race: name it, acknowledge it

Harms due to racism may be more difficult to 
detect if one is not explicitly asking about them



Conclusion

¨ Need for an intersectional approach: classism, 
racism, historical trauma, and more

¨ Thank you!



Lauren Martin, PhD, Director of Research – mart2114@umn.edu

Christina Melander, MSW, Research Fellow – melan108@umn.edu

uroc.umn.edu/sextrafficking

Questions?


