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ABSTRACT

This paper provides a preview into new primary research into sexual exploitation and human sex trafficking in Canada.
The project, for which interviewing is complete and analysis is now underway, is qualitative research taking a grounded,
open-minded approach with an underlying hypothesis that better outcomes may be gleaned from systems of service pro-
viders and stakeholders through improved coordination and collaboration. Previous research on related topics has often
overlooked key stakeholders including police, prosecutors, political, First Nations and other community leaders. This
research casts a wider net, incorporating the voices of over 65 experts across Manitoba, including: experiential survivors
of sexual exploitation and sex trafficking, police, social workers, Aboriginal leaders, and people working in numerous
non-government organizations who work to prevent sexual exploitation and assist victims to escape the sex industry.
The research was focused in Manitoba where women and children continue to be victimized in the sex industry despite
having one of the most comprehensive and well-funded counter sexual exploitation strategies of any province in Canada.
The questions asked of subjects were designed to highlight barriers and opportunities for improved collaboration, inter-
diction and response to prevent people from being exploited in the sex industry and help others to escape it. While the
data is in the early stages of analysis, some strong themes are already apparent to the researcher. These themes suggest
that there may be a significant correlation between vulnerability to sexual exploitation and poverty, lack of opportuni-
ties, familial environment and relationships, and resilience. Generally, people from all perspectives seem to be stressing
that there needs to be better coordination of resources, and more education and awareness across society on this issue.
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INTRODUCTION

Human sex trafficking is a massive and growing industry
with global profits exceeding US$99 billion (US Department
of State, 2014; Nelson, 2014; UNODC, 2014). The US Depart-
ment of State (2014) estimates that each year about 800 people
are trafficked into Canada and 1500-2200 people from other
countries are moved through Canada into the United States.
Trafficking, however, doesn’t necessarily mean being taken
across borders. Most Canadian trafficking victims are from
within Canada (RCMP, 2014). The Criminal Intelligence
Service of Canada (CISC, 2008) has estimated the average
annual profit from each female trafficked in Canada is up to
$280,800, with daily profits of up to $1,000 per day from each
trafficked woman. So it is easy to see the attraction of the sex
industry to organized crime.

The risks to people involved in the sex industry and
the financial costs to Canadians are substantial. A recent
Canada-wide study by the Canadian Women’s Foundation
(CWE, 2014) reported that 70 per cent of sexually exploited
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women use hospital services at least once during, and as a
result of, their trafficking experience (for assaults, rapes, and
other injuries) with costs of up to $820 per emergency room
visit, $785 per ambulance trip, $1,115 per day in hospital,
$181,129 for the average lifetime treatment cost for HIV/AIDS
and $29,526.16 average lifetime treatment cost for Hepatitis C.
One-quarter of women in the sex industry reported not using
condoms regularly or at all, thus increasing their risks. Other
significant related costs are more difficult to quantify and
can include: legal counsel, complex national or international
criminal trafficking /exploitation investigations, social assis-
tance and other services (CWE, 2014). Of course, the biggest
costs are not financial; they are the long-term physical and
psychological suffering that survivors endure.

Farley (2003) found that many women and youth in-
volved in the sex industry are trapped in violent exploitative
relationships, often fearing violence and suffering from severe
substance abuse problems. Her study of 854 prostitutes in nine
countries revealed how violence is a common experience in the
sex industry. The term “sex industry” is used here in place of
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the more commonly used “sex trade”. Through my research,
many subjects identified the term “sex trade” as offensive,
as it implies that sex work is a career choice rather than the
exploitive relationship that it is in most cases; the term “sex
industry” has been highlighted as more appropriate. Women
and youth in the sex industry have reported being routinely
subjected to many forms of oppression and violence, includ-
ing: sexual harassment, verbal abuse, stalking, rape, battering,
and torture (Farley, 2003). In Canada, the discourse around
missing and murdered Aboriginal women (Cauchi, 2016;
Welch, 2014), the fact that we have over 10,000 children in care
of the Manitoba’s Child Protection agencies (Puxley, 2014), as
just one provincial sample, and the mere fact of women and
children being exploited and murdered—all point to the
urgency of this issue and call for action and change (Smith,
2014 a,b,c; Brownell, 2012). This research seeks insights from a
wide range of perspectives into how service providers, prac-
ticioners, survivors, and other community stakeholders may
better collaborate to address systemic issues to reduce sexual
exploitation. It also examines the impact of laws, policies, and
practices as they affect sexually exploited persons.

METHODOLOGY

A qualitative approach was taken in order to capture the
subjective perspectives and rich insights of experiential
survivors and practitioners. Feingold (2010) described how
statistics could be misleading, in particular with respect
to phenomena such as the sex industry, which are difficult
to measure. This research has sought instead to gather the
stories of people directly involved (Senehi, 2009, Sandole et
al, 2009). This research asks what can we learn from those
working in the area of sexual exploitation, and from those
affected by it? Some broad questions were asked of several
distinct stakeholder groups including: 1) survivors who have
been sexually exploited or trafficked for the purpose of sexual
exploitation, 2) workers from government agencies who are
mandated with public safety including police, prosecutors,
social workers and politicians, and 3) community leaders and
people involved with other non-government organizations
(NGOs) working on issues around sexual exploitation and
trafficking. Subjects were selected for their expertise and
experience in the subject matter.

The research proposal was successfully defended in
September of 2015, and approved by an esteemed panel of
University of Manitoba professors comprised of the follow-
ing: Dr. Sean Byrne and Dr. Jessica Senehi of the Peace and
Conflict Studies program, Arthur V. Mauro Centre for Peace
and Justice, and Dr. Rick Linden, Chair of Sociology at the
University of Manitoba. The University’s Research Ethics
Board approved the research within guidelines established in
the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research
Involving Human Subjects established in 2001 by Canada’s three
federal research agencies: the Canadian Institute of Health
Research, the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research
Council of Canada, and the Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council of Canada.

An informed consent process was applied with every
subject including questions about anonymity and whether or
not they consented to be identified and quoted in subsequent
literature. Most service providers were eager to weigh in and
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be quoted; however, some did choose to remain anonymous.
Experiential survivors’ interviews were all anonymized
in order to protect them from any potential impacts from
participation. Many of the service providers are also expe-
riential survivors who now work helping people to exit the
sex industry. Service providers and community leaders were
asked the following questions:

1. Please describe your background and involvement in
work around the sex trade.

2. Please describe one at a time, what do the terms prostitu-
tion, sexual exploitation, and human trafficking mean to
you and do they differ?

3. What strategies and approaches exist or have existed
around sexual exploitation; how have they become more
or less effective, and what should be done going forward?

4. Have practices of service agencies been culturally sensi-
tive, and how could this be changed or improved?

5. Isthere a critical event or turning point for youth when

they enter the sex trade; what could be done to prevent

it?

What could help people exit the sex trade?

7. What affect do the laws and law enforcement have on
the sex trade and what should the police be doing?

8. What barriers or opportunities exist within your orga-
nization and between organizations for doing the best
job with sexual exploitation, and how could this be
improved?

9. If anything was possible and money was not an object,
what is the best thing that could happen in Canada
around the sex trade and human trafficking?

10. Is there anything else you would like to add?

S

Questions for experiential survivors were similar, but
included questions about how they personally were intro-
duced to the sex industry, how were they recruited, and what
might have helped them exit.

A grounded approach was taken, generating theory from
the observations gathered from the participants (Creswell,
2007). A grounded method uses “inductive analysis, which
means patterns, themes and categories of analysis come
from the data; they emerge out of the data rather than being
imposed on them prior to collection and analysis” (Patton,
1980). This semi-structured, grounded approach allowed, as
anticipated, for elaboration on key issues that arose during
the interviews. Most importantly, qualitative interviews
allowed me to gather impactful and insightful stories from
the participants.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Opverall, the uptake on the research has been inspiring, indi-
cating there is a great deal of desire to make improvements.
Forty interviews were planned and there was so much inter-
est that over 65 were done. There was a great willingness
of service providers, politicians, and community leaders to
offer their insights. As anticipated, most subjects consented
to be identified and quoted in the resulting literature, indi-
cating they wished to weigh in on the issue. Sex trafficking
survivors were also eager to participate and their insights
were deeply moving and insightful. One significant theme
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that was prevalent in the survivors’ stories and which was
corroborated by the practitioners as well, was that the sex
industry is not a living that most people choose; it is a violent
and tragic existence that people are often manipulated and
coerced into, and is difficult to escape.

My goal in this research is to make solid recommenda-
tions, based on the perceptions and stories of people in the
know, with insights that may help us, as a society, to reduce
peoples’ vulnerability to being sexually exploited and assist
those who wish to leave that life. This research aims to give
voice to some who have not had the opportunity to be heard,
and to acknowledge and highlight their perspectives. An-
other goal of this research, which dovetails with the intended
outcome of solid recommendations, is community-building.
In the interview consent process, all subjects were asked if
they wish to be advised of the progress and outcomes of the
research, as well as the thesis and literature that results from
it. All subjects have expressed their wish to be informed.
This has created a feeling of social movement around the
issue. Further evidence of this has been the rewarding and
humbling experience of being sought out by service provid-
ers and survivors wanting to participate and include their
voices in this research.

While this phenomenon has been researched in various
ways across Canada, there is room for much more, due in
part to regional differences and changing social dynamics.
For example, there is a growing awareness of the intergen-
erational impacts from colonization that affect many of
today’s First Nations, Métis and Inuit peoples. This research
also will contribute to awareness of the dynamics of vul-
nerability and how predators expertly manipulate people
into being exploited. The political landscape is constantly
changing along with a growing public discourse on issues
of vulnerability and social justice. This research is intended
to add to that discussion. Hopefully, my recommendations
and positive outcomes resulting from this research will be
reported in future articles.
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