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Assessment of Policies & Programs to Combat 

Human Trafficking and Implications for 

Massachusetts 

   

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
 

Over the past two decades, the trafficking of persons across borders for sexual, labor and other forms of 

exploitation has become a major concern for governments, international organizations, and NGOs. Since 

2000, there has been a flurry of anti-trafficking policy activity in the United States and a variety of anti-

trafficking initiatives aimed at increasing international cooperation in combating trafficking and bringing 

greater attention to the problem worldwide. Although the subject has surfaced in movies, television 

shows, and other forms of media, the underlying issue is one of horrendous conditions—victims held 

captive by force, fraud, or coercion—and a hopeless future. 

 

Despite the increased awareness, little research has been conducted to evaluate recent anti-trafficking 

policy initiatives and programs. This is particularly problematic because policymakers, service providers, 

and activists across the United States are looking to recent research to help identify what efforts have 

been effective and what efforts have not or could be improved. Many states also are reevaluating their 

efforts and considering new approaches, but have even less knowledge and understanding of the problem.  

 

Massachusetts stands as one of only four states that currently lacks legislation specifying human 

trafficking as a crime. Although one bill introduced in 2009 passed the state Senate, it died in the House. 

Under the leadership of the Attorney General and key state legislators, new bills have been filed this year. 

Despite the apparent momentum for a landmark bill, it is not clear that the public or most members of the 

legislature and other policymakers view human trafficking as a problem here in Massachusetts. 

 

To address this void, a team of researchers from the Bentley University Service-Learning Center and 

University Honors Program offered to assist the Massachusetts Governor’s Council to Address Sexual 

Assault and Domestic Violence in drawing together what is known on the topic and evaluating programs 

that exist within and outside of the state. After meeting with the Council’s Executive Director, Sheridan 

Haines, and learning of the Council’s objectives, we developed the following research questions:  

 

1. To what extent is human trafficking a problem in Massachusetts? 

2. What explains the variation among the U.S. states in policymaking outcomes on combating 

human trafficking? 

3. How well are current law enforcement and prosecution strategies and specific programs to 

combat human trafficking working in practice? 

4. How well are current strategies and specific programs to protect victims of sex trafficking 

working in practice? 
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5. How well are current prevention strategies and programs working in practice? 

6. How can effective strategies and programs to combat human trafficking be adapted to effectively 

address the problem in Massachusetts?  

 

Although we acknowledge the existence of many other forms of trafficking for labor, organs, etc, this 

report is focused primarily on the trafficking of women and children for the purpose of sexual 

exploitation.  

 

Measuring the Extent of Human Trafficking 

 The International Labor Organization estimates that there are an estimated 12.3 million people 

living in slavery today; nearly 50,000 people were trafficked into the U.S. in 2009,  

 The Department of Justice investigated more than 1,200 cases where women who were alleged to 

have been trafficked for prostitution and more than 1,000 cases of prostitution or sexual 

exploitation of a child. 

 The trafficking of human beings for sex work and other forced labor is estimated to be a $32 

billion a year industry, $8 billion of which is for sex work in the United States. Human trafficking 

ranks below only drug trafficking and just ahead of arms trafficking in terms of profits in illegal 

markets. 

 Victims of sex trafficking suffer from various forms of physical and psychological trauma 

including gynecological complications, STD’s, severe drug and alcohol addiction, and 

disassociation and various other health complications. 

 Victims of trafficking crimes are at high-risk of becoming recruiters for traffickers of new victims 

and have children who are at high-risk of becoming involved in the sex industry.  

 We estimate that between 1,500 and 1,800 people were victims of sexual violence as a result of 

human trafficking and prostitution in Massachusetts in 2010. This amounts to the equivalent 

figure for forcible rape cases reported and ten times the rate of murder and manslaughter in the 

Commonwealth.  

 

 

Explaining Variation in Anti-Trafficking Policy in the U.S. States 

 State laws to combat human trafficking are needed in addition to the 2000 Trafficking Victims 

Protection Act because these laws: 

o allow states to pursue cases that do not fit the definition of crimes such as kidnapping, 

sexual assault, and extortion;  

o allow states to collect and disseminate data on trafficking crimes and profile traffickers 

and victims; 

o coordinate prosecution efforts with authorities from the federal government or 

neighboring states; and 

o recognize that social service agencies and state & local law enforcement come into closer 

contact with the problem and usually are the first responders to trafficking cases. 

 As of May 2011, 46 states plus the District of Colombia have their own laws in place to address 

human trafficking; Massachusetts, one of the remaining four without legislation, is ranked by the 

Polaris Project in the bottom tier of states in its commitment to combating trafficking. 
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 Legislation to address human trafficking is most likely to pass when there is a dedicated legislator 

or, “champion,” who is passionate about the problem and takes a leadership role; NGOs and other 

activists also are helpful in making taking an active role to support and inform policy.   

 Legislation designed to increase penalties for trafficking crimes are more likely to pass than 

legislation that seek protection services for victims because they do not require the same amount 

of financial support. 

 States with major ports of entry to the country and that have concerns about illegal immigration 

are more likely to involve the debate over human trafficking, more likely to pass prosecution-

based bills, and less likely to pass legislation that provides protective services for victims. 

 

Prosecution and Law Enforcement Strategies 

 

Task Forces 

 Between 2001 and 2007, the Department of Justice has increased the number of human 

trafficking cases filed by six times the previous number, quadrupled the number of traffickers 

charged, and tripled its number of convictions. Parts of the increased success in prosecution can 

be attributed to a larger network of anti-trafficking organizations that are working together. 

 There is a strong relationship between the success and effectiveness of task forces and the 

frequency of their meetings; the most effective task forces meet multiple times per year with 

subcommittees meeting even more often. 

 Although the diversity of perspectives on task forces can provide a more comprehensive approach 

to addressing the problem, their different priorities and interactions with the issue can create rifts 

in what is deemed the correct approach to combating trafficking. 

 Task forces that designate a single person whose sole job is to coordinate the task forces and 

where members have defined roles and responsibilities are more effective at coordinating 

strategy. 

 

Training Programs for Police 

 Massachusetts and most other states do not require training programs for local police 

departments to identify victims of human trafficking.  

 In states where training programs are not mandatory, local police departments that wish to 

participate must make a request in order to receive trainings. Requests are rarely made, however, 

since most departments are unaware that these programs exist.  

 A recent survey of training programs in Ohio indicates that only one-fourth of detectives receive 

training to recognize trafficking; however, two-thirds of law enforcement officials indicated that 

their own departments needed training. 

 

John schools 

 Evaluations of john schools suggest a strong relationship between participation in the program 

and decreased rates of recidivism among johns. 

 John schools are currently self-funded; the required fee paid by johns cover the administrative 

and operating costs of the program. 
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Protection Strategies 

 A challenge to developing effective protection programs for trafficking victims is that social 

service providers believe that each case is unique and that services must be customized to meet 

victims’ needs.  

 A victim’s trust in those assisting them can be compromised by language barriers and a lack of 

cultural understanding. 

 

 

Court Advocacy 

 The coordination between different service providers can become chaotic and inefficient, 

requiring the need for a designated case worker familiar with the legal aspects of trafficking and 

who is able to help a victim navigate the system. 

 Court advocates and other individuals assisting the victims through the legal proceedings must be 

aware of the rights to which victims are entitled under federal law and proper procedures for 

securing those rights so they can be properly communicated to victims.   

 

Mental Health Counseling 

 The mental trauma for victims often is heightened when they are subjected to interviews and 

screening by law enforcement and service providers. 

 Although trauma therapy is an effective method of counseling in trafficking situations, it often is 

challenging for service providers to establish the trust of victims and convince them to be 

receptive to treatment. 

 Most larger hospitals do not have any procedures in place to assist victims of sex trafficking; 

instead, many counseling services currently are provided through all-encompassing providers that 

may lack personnel with expertise in mental health counseling.  

 

Transitional Services 

 Because T- and U-visa application processing times can take over a year, victims trafficked in the 

United States from abroad require services for longer periods of times. 

 Victims frequently run away from shelters because they are not accustomed to the regimented 

schedules and structures of the organizations. 

 Unlike court advocacy and mental health counseling that require service providers to have 

training and specialized skill sets, the success of transitional services is contingent on providers 

having the knowledge, ability and resources to meet many different needs of the victims. 

 

 

Prevention Strategies 

 There is no empirical evidence suggesting general awareness programs such as pamphlets, 

brochures and other public awareness campaigns are effective. 

 Educational seminars that are more focused and targeted to smaller, high-risk audiences such as 

are more informative, but are expensive to operate and lack research to assess its effectiveness. 

 Businesses can assume an active role in combating human trafficking by reporting evidence of 

sex trafficking and forced prostitution and by entering into voluntary compacts with other 
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business to closely monitor their supply chains for evidence of slave labor, enforce a code of 

conduct, and conduct business only with others adhering to the same standards. 

 

 

Recommendations 

 

General and Legislative Response 

 Develop better data collection to more precisely measure the extent of human trafficking in 

Massachusetts. 

 Inform legislators and the general public on the general impact human trafficking has on its 

victims, public resources, and the larger social implications. 

 Focus initial legislation on designating human trafficking as a crime and imposing lengthy 

sentences for convicted traffickers rather than social services or prevention programs. 

 Encourage one key legislator or other prominent member of state government to assume a 

leadership role in persuading legislators to support passage of an anti-trafficking bill. 

 Encourage NGOs, interest groups, and activists to use the media and other communication 

channels to keep the problem of human trafficking on the public agenda and work with legislative 

champions to move a bill through the legislative process. 

 

Prosecution  

 Streamline task force structures so that roles and responsibilities are well-defined. 

 Encourage the use of free online training programs for police officers to identify victims of 

trafficking through the Blue Campaign. 

 Increase the number of those convicted for soliciting prostitutes to attend a john school, adding a 

location in Boston where most trafficking- and sex-related crimes occur.  

 Impose higher fines on johns who are required to attend johns schools to help fund an expanded 

curriculum. 

 

Protection 

 Work with service providers to develop protective efforts general enough to meet the needs of a 

wide variety of victims. 

 Share information with court advocates to ensure that they are familiar with the law and victims' 

rights, in particular immigration law and rights for victims trafficking into the United States. 

 Monitor closely the work of researchers at Massachusetts General Hospital to identify resources 

and tools that healthcare providers need to identify and properly treat victims of sex trafficking.  

 

Prevention 

 Place more preventative efforts on seminars for at-risk individuals rather than the distribution of 

pamphlets and brochures. 

 Decrease demand for trafficked labor and prostitution by educating young boys on the negative 

aspects of the sex industry in their health classes at school and in youth organizations. 

 Designate someone to take the lead on working with businesses to persuade them to implement 

policies to prevent trafficking including: monitoring their supply chain, suspending or terminating 
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contracts with third-party vendors and suppliers that use trafficked labor, purchasing from fair 

trade organizations or companies with anti-trafficking policies, and providing training for 

employees in the travel industry to recognize signs of trafficking victims passing through their 

hotels, flights, etc. 

 

Eliminating, even reducing, human trafficking in Massachusetts requires a long-term commitment and 

comprehensive approach. Once human trafficking is a crime at a state level, resources should be 

expanded to protect victims and facilitate their successful transition to society. At some point, the state 

should consider the need to direct resources at addressing the conditions that put individuals in high-risk 

situations for trafficking. Although these objectives are not necessarily inexpensive or easy to accomplish, 

they will have long-term benefits to victims of trafficking and the people of Massachusetts, setting the 

state in the right direction to combat this global issue occurring right here in the Commonwealth. 

 

A copy of the full report and other supplementary materials will be available for download from Bentley 

University’s web site. In the meantime, a copy of the report can be obtained by contacting the study’s 

faculty advisor, Professor Jeff Gulati at jgulati@bentley.edu or 781-891-3177. 
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