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Our Perspectives as Activists

Role of Research 

Community Based Participatory Research
Technology and Trafficking

Women Researching Incarceration and Standing Together (WRIST) Needs 
Assessment



How can we better understand sex work and trafficking in 
light of our own activist stances surrounding these 
complicated identities? 

Sex workers/prostituted individuals

Labor and/or exploitative conditions 



Given that we know more research needs to be done and 
there are research questions we do not have the answers to, 
how do we engage in that research with rigor while 
inhabiting activist spaces and identities? 



Activist Stance – Prostitution is Always Exploitative

End all prostitution 

Prostitution leads to/allows for trafficking

Criminalization deters/reduces prostitution; should be illegal because it is inherently 
exploitative

Criminalization allows law enforcement to locate victims of trafficking and those engaged in 
sex work 

Criminalization penalizes people who are purchasing and selling sex in order to deter  

Goals: eradicate prostitution; remove people from prostitution; penalize buyers (and sellers in 
some cases); use arrests to provide services to those engaged in selling sex; 



Impact on Human Rights

Individuals in the sex industry are assumed to be exploited; 

Those outside the industry often know best and determine policies; 

Individuals in the sex industry are often not integrated fully into the process of 
determining policies as well as services available and how to access them; 

Criminalization of prostitution leads to arrests/incarceration/criminal record; 

Criminalization of prostitution negatively impacts individuals’ ability to locate 
housing, employment, continued education, and access to their children;

Lack of resources of access to resources because individuals are engaged in 
prostitution; 



Activist Stance – Sex Workers Deserve Rights

An individual can choose to participate in sex work/prostitution;

Sex work is a viable choice; a form of labor;

Criminalization of prostitution creates the conditions where sex workers and victims of trafficking 
are harmed; 

People engaged in prostitution (both selling and buying) are afraid of authorities, arrests, and 
punitive actions;

Because prostitution is illegal, it can be more difficult to locate those who are trafficked; 

Goals: Increase education, advocacy, harm reduction, and health outcomes;

Decrease stigma, profiling, and arrests for consensual, non-exploitative sex work;



Impact on Human Rights 
Individuals in the sex industry are asked how they identify: are they choosing the 
work? Is there exploitation involved? 

The questions and answers above are assumed to be complex; 

Sex workers and victims of trafficking must be at the forefront of answering these 
questions; 

Sex workers and victims of trafficking must be at the forefront of decision and policy 
making; 

Individuals are not judged or required to change their actions or beliefs about 
prostitution, etc., in order to access services; 



Arrests for Prostitution

About 40,000-50,000 people are arrested annually in the United States for 
prostitution-related offenses;  

Many are forced to participate in corrections-connected, compulsory 
services, either while in jail or prison or as “diversion” programs or plea 
bargains;

These organizations often teach people involved in sex work to view 
themselves as victims and sex work/prostitution as inherently harmful;



Prostitution/Trafficking/Trafficker

SWOP Behind Bars received a set of letters from eight women serving federal 
prison sentences, ranging from 2 to 14 years, for sex trafficking offenses 
involving minors. 



Conflating Prostitution and Trafficking

Trafficking occurs in sex work as it does in other types of labour. However, the issue of 
trafficking in sex work has been singled out, its scale and potential for harm frequently 
mis-stated or exaggerated to bolster anti-prostitution arguments, inflame public opinion, 
and justify repressive and counterproductive police action. Conflation of sex work with 
trafficking leads not only to difficulties with definition and harm to sex workers on the 
ground, but also to conflicts that undermine HIV prevention. 

The Lancet, Sex Work and HIV, 2015



Conflating Prostitution and Trafficking

Silences the voices of sex workers

Shifts attention and resources from the actual victims of trafficking in the sex 
industry

Harms sex workers and victims of trafficking



What is Community Based Participatory Research?

Community-based participatory research (CBPR) is a "collaborative approach to 
research that equitably involves all partners in the research process and 
recognizes the unique strengths that each brings. CBPR begins with a research 
topic of importance to the community, has the aim of combining knowledge 
with action and achieving social change to improve health outcomes and 
eliminate health disparities."

~WK Kellogg Foundation Community Health Scholars Program



What is SWOP? And SWOP Behind Bars?

Sex Workers Outreach Project (SWOP) www.swop-usa.org

SWOP Behind Bars: www.swopbehindbars.org

Reach out to incarcerated and recently incarcerated sex workers;

Advocate for survivors of trafficking when they have been denied social services 
from both the public benefits sector and the anti-trafficking groups

Provide newsletter, pen pals “mentoring by mail”;

Develop alliances with faith-based communities, corrections officials, public 
defenders, lawyers, social service organizations, and the anti-trafficking movement;



“I received your letters and articles just recently... I've never received a letter like this one 
before--and I've done quite a bit of time (unfortunately). I've shared your article with a 
couple women here, and although the topics you touch on are uncomfortable, we all 
know it to be true...even though we hate to admit it, it's what many of us are in here for.”

“I've been arrested for what we call sex work but the law calls (prostitution). I never 
thought that the day would come when we would have an organization that would be on 
the sex workers side...”

“This is the best mail I think I've ever gotten. What a wonderful program you 
created…I'm excited about being accepted. I ran all around the dorm showing everyone 
your newsletter.”



Technology and Trafficking…

explore how technologies simultaneously create increased safety and spatial and 
temporal distance for people involved in the sex industry 

can lead to a sense of security while masking the higher criminal penalties attached to 
their use

create surveillance webs that simultaneously provide safety while also the means for 
capture and increased criminal sentences



Needs Assessment Development

WRIST (Women Researching Incarceration and Standing Together)

Participants most directly involved and affected at forefront of the research process;

Women currently and formerly incarcerated design research questions and facilitate the 
research; 

Directly address lack of resources that put them at risk for engaging in prostitution and 
becoming vulnerable to trafficking; 



WRIST
(Women Research Incarceration and Standing Together)

Determines how the research is conducted and disseminated; 

Co-author publications;  

Applying to present at conferences; 

Applying for grants to support the research;  

Decides what actions will emerge based on findings; 
community presentation 

support call-in line 

Information packet for women who are incarcerated 
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