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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS 

Guided by the cognitive prototype approach, this article examines the pro Anti-trafficking 
totype structure of the frontline workers' perceptions concerning warning identification; warning signs; 

service providers; sign indicators in human trafficking. Online survey responses across a range 
prototypes; structural of workplace sectors were analyzed using multiple-group confirmatory factor equation modeling 

analysis (MG-CFA) for three groups. These groups were based on respon
dents' self-reported human trafficking experiences: no witness (no encounter 
of human trafficking), sex trafficking witness, and labor trafficking witness. 
The MG-CFA analysis revealed a three-factor structure - physical condition, 
reproductive health, and personal risk - representing the participants' per
ceptions of the warning signs. Further analysis showed group-level mean 
(latent intercept) and variance differences between the prototype structures 
of the three witness groups. The final structural model results indicate that 
these group-level prototype differences can be explained by two organiza
tional resource variables: identification protocol and training. The results are 
discussed in light of the current empirical literature on human trafficking 
identification, stereotypical frames of victimhood, and policy practices. 

Introduction 

Despite the creation of a legal definition of human trafficking through the Trafficking Victims 
Protection Act of 2000 (TVP A), individuals and institutions continue to operate with differing 
definitions (Dando et al., 2016; Weitzer, 2015). For those who have no first-hand experience with 
this phenomenon, their view of human trafficking may be shaped heavily by news coverage, social 
media messages, or popular cultural depictions (Albright & D'Adamo, 2017; Denton, 2010) such as 

a young, natve, and blameless woman, who does not know that she will be a prostitute, and who has been 
clandestinely transferred from one country to another to be sexually exploited by a transnational and very violent 
organized criminal group. (Rodrigue z -Lopez, 2018, p. 70)1 
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Though this certainly reflects some survivors' lived experiences, it is not the only form of exploitation 
that constitutes human trafficking. The undocumented migrant (Brennan, 2014) or visa-holding 
temporary resident (Owens et al., 2014) trafficked into forced labor; a male-identified survivor of 
human trafficking or more broadly exploitative labor practices (Allais, 2013; Howard, 2014); or a 
homeless or runaway youth of color exchanging survival sex (Lutnick, 2016) are often left out of this 
narrative, though they too legally meet the parameters for human trafficking. 

This article aims to extend scholarly discussion on the stereotypical iconic victim of human 
trafficking (Kempadoo, 2015; Shafer & Looney, 2018; Srikantiah, 2007), a trope that can carry real 
material consequences for survivors who do not meet its parameters, from a cognitive prototype 
perspective ( Cantor et al., 1982; Rosch, 1973). Based on research conducted in linguistic patterns, 
Rosch (1973) hypothesized that na'ive individuals have shared common (lexicon) understandings of 
the specific features of social situations. Individuals form various prototypes through social learning to 
help organize and categorize information. These prototypes carry the central, defining features of 
social events and situations. The "iconic victim" (Srikantiah, 2007) or "master narrative" (Hill, 2016) 
can be conceptualized as a prototype shared by the public about human trafficking. Using a survey of 
Midwestern service providers as our empirical starting point, we argue that prototypical understand
ings of human trafficking - while potentially useful in spreading awareness about trafficking as 
a generalizable category - may also reify stereotypical perspectives and fail to address the complex 
lived experiences of sex and labor trafficking survivors. 

Theorizing Stereotypes and Schemas 

Cognitive Prototype Theory 

Prototypes can be understood as schema, frames, or shared definitions - "a symbol and a reference 
point" ( Cantor et al., 1982, p. 46) - for objects or phenomena. Rosch' s (1973) study used colors and 
shapes as her prototypes of choice, asking subjects to classify between light and bright shades of 
a single color or standard and nonstandard variations ofa single shape. Specifically, in Rosch's results 
for shape-based classifications, the participants "tended to 'distort' their definition of the category 
toward the natural prototype; that is, they tended to choose the natural prototype as the most typical 
member of the category even when it was actually peripheral" (p. 348). If, for example, the category 
"square" had one perfectly measured square and multiple imperfect boxes with jagged edges, crooked 
lines, and gaps, the single square served as the prototypical selection for the category, even when it was 
outnumbered. 

Thinking of prototypes as ways to organize the world and make meaning of social experiences, it is 
somewhat unsurprising to see a pattern of cognitive defaulting to the most iconic or emblematic 
frameworks. As Cantor et al. (1982) argue, "In part, prototypes are useful to the extent that they convey 
information about the features that characterize a situation and that distinguish that situation from 
other events in social life" (p. 52). Individuals are reasonably able to draw a distinction between being 
at a birthday party or a first date - two of the examples from their study - even though they both fall 
under the category of a social situation. 

Importantly, the authors determined that the prototypical categorization of certain situations did not 
just involve the actions that constituted, for example, a party versus a date. Rather, the actors involved in 
prototypical events played an important role, bringing their preconceived notions or expectations about 
who actually takes part in certain situations and what feelings or emotions are normatively associated 
with those moments: "It is almost as if a situation was defined and characterized in terms of the kinds of 
people who typically inhabit, select, and/or function well in that situation" (Cantor et al., 1982, p. 68). 
This finding shows that prototypes are not immune from the power of tropes or stigmas. An individual 
whose understanding of the world is shaped by racism may not conceive of a prototypical first date 
involving an interracial couple; a birthday party may be celebrating the child of a heterosexual partner
ship in the mind of an individual shaped by heteronormative ideologies. 
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As critical criminologists and legal scholars have articulated, prototypes often invoke inaccurate 
and often racially-charged stereotypes. For example, Bumiller (2008) critiques anti-rape policies and 
media reports that "reinforced iconic representations of victims (as innocent, white, and/or angelic)" 
(p. 9) and positioned perpetrators as "dangerous strangers, who were implicitly or explicitly marked as 
dark-skinned men" (p. 10). These tropes run counter to the realities of sexual violence as experienced 
between acquaintances or familiar individuals within racial groups. Pickel and Gentry (2017) empha
size the power of rape myths in shaping how jurors respond to prototypical versus non-prototypical 
descriptions of sexual violence. Their study of responses to hypothetical rape narratives does not bode 
well for the material reality of survivors of violence. Specifically, those whose non-prototypical 
experiences - in this study, being harmed by an acquaintance versus a stranger - have prototypical 
responses of deep affective trauma and may be completely disserved by this construction: "Victims of 
a non-prototypical rape who decide to tell the jury about the severe emotional distress and anguish 
they feel may discover to their dismay that the decision backfires" (p. 271). When a mismatch between 
schemas emerges, the nai:ve individual (Rosch, 1973) may default to a category that, while narratively 
more linear and easier to comprehend, fails survivors of violence because it diminishes their experi
ences and limits their paths to legal justice or recourse. 

Stereotypes of Human Trafficking and Victimhood 

Critical trafficking studies scholars take a similar approach in their analysis of anti-trafficking tropes or 
prototypes. For example, Bernstein (2012) explains how the structural harms of trafficking are often 
displaced onto "individual (often racially coded) criminal men" (p. 245), as evidenced in increased 
arrests of men of color for trafficking (and trafficking-adjacent) crimes. In sum, the prototypes that see 
feminized victims - sometimes white women, sometimes "Third World" women (Kempadoo, 2015) -
and masculinized perpetrators of color perpetuate a stereotypical understanding of human trafficking 
that mislabels, misunderstands, and makes invisible those experiences that fall outside this normative 
framework. 

The concept of an "iconic victim" (Srikantiah, 2007) offers ways of thinking through prototypical 
conceptualizations of sex and labor trafficking. As Srikantiah (2007) describes, the "prototypical 
victim" imagined in U.S.-based policy is "a woman or girl trafficked for sex" deemed to be compliant 
with law enforcement and prosecutors and passive in her lack of agency, "rescued instead of escaping 
from the trafficking enterprise" (p. 187). This framework erases important legal elements of human 
trafficking protections; namely, labor trafficking is defined in the TVP A alongside sex trafficking, and 
there is no language that requires survivors to simply wait for their rescue or identification by law 
enforcement. Similarly, Hill (2016) uses the example of a U K -based massage parlor raid to trace the 
contours of what she calls the "master narrative" of human trafficking: a "moral story" of commercial 
sex performed by non-citizens (here, Eastern European women) that must be halted through law 
enforcement intervention (p. 41). Sex trafficking becomes the default impression of exploitation in the 
public dissemination of the aftermath of this raid through "perp walk"2 photographs in print and 
digital media, breaching these women's privacy and treating them as criminal actors. 

Across both of these prototypical descriptions, it is important to note that human trafficking is 
a harm that crosses categories of race, class, gender, sexuality, citizenship status, and ability - no one is 
immune from the potential of exploitation. In fact, some survivors' experiences align with the 
aforementioned prototypical frameworks. Thus, the problem is not that the "iconic victim" exists as 
a prototype but that all experiences of trafficking in their complexity and nuance are measured 
against it. 

These stereotypical prototypes can also undermine the development of more accurate approxima
tions of human trafficking at both the macro level ( e.g., global and national trend estimations, policies, 

2Hill (2016) uses the term "perp walk" intentionally, as it is used to describe a "much maligned" practice of taking arrested persons 
and "forc[ing] [them] to walk through a public space, usually to the police station or court, for the benefit of the media" (p. 42). 
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and legislation; Gallagher, 2017; Merry, 2016; Tyldum & Brunovskis, 2005; Weitzer, 2007, 2014) and 
the detection of such acts at the individual level (e.g., determining the occurrence of the crime and 
appropriate intervention follow-ups; Farrell et al., 2010; Sinha et al., 2019). In the face of scholarship 
that mobilizes increasingly complex and varied empirical methods, including multiple regression 
modeling (Perry & de Castro Pecanha, 2017), path analysis (Shafer & Looney, 2018), item response 
theory (!RT) (Zhang & Cai, 2015), and structural equation modeling (SEM) (Reid, 2011), the power of 
the "ideal victim" narrative remains salient. 

Specifically, studies have shown the challenges of detecting human trafficking occurrences due to 
skewed perceptions about victimhood (e.g., Farrell et al., 2010; Sinha et al., 2019). Shafer and Looney 
(2018) conducted a factor analysis that suggested stereotypical tropes may actually work against anti
trafficking endeavors: 

[T]he reliance on the "ideal victim" frame ( e.g., lower responsibility attribution) fails to acknowledge, contex
tualize, or educate the public about the realities of the experiences of sex trafficking victims. How victims are 
portrayed (e.g., disempowered, blamed) and what information is highlighted about trafficking within anti
trafficking comm uni cation efforts has the potential to reinforce harmful stereotypes about sex trafficking victims, 
causes, and solutions that may invert the goals of anti-sex trafficking advocates. (p. 31) 

Our study suggests that inaccurate prototypes are a source of concern, but also that practitioners in the 
field can be guided by experience to construct more realistic expectations about human trafficking. 

Current Study 

Since October 2013, the interdisciplinary Anti-Slavery and Human Trafficking Initiative (ASHTI) 
team at the University of Kansas has conducted research to understand human trafficking service 
provision and prevention in the Midwest. Though most of the team's research has been qualitative, 
specifically grounded in semi-structured interviews, this article represents data from its first quanti
tative project. From July to September 2016, the research team launched an online Qualtrics survey to 
gain a breadth of knowledge from a range of frontline sectors who had some contact with vulnerable, 
exploited, or trafficked persons. 

To date, ASHTI has primarily conducted research with service providers because they are in direct 
contact with clients who are survivors of trafficking or who may be vulnerable to future exploitation. 
Service providers have a broad understanding of the range of experiences that may render someone 
vulnerable to trafficking or that may buffer against exploitation. Service providers also have informa
tion that is applicable for identification protocols, prevention programs, and survivor services. Some 
service providers are drawn to this work because they are survivors, and the research team has 
interviewed a handful of survivors who became service providers. Much is learned from working 
with survivors themselves, and survivors' voices must continue to be centered in anti-trafficking 
endeavors. However, there are equally important concerns that some survivors have been retrauma
tized by a barrage of research and media requests to learn about their experience, and most have failed 
to be adequately, meaningfully compensated for their labor. While it was not the focus of this research, 
it is possible that survivor-leaders (individuals who identify as formerly trafficked persons who now 
work broadly in anti-trafficking work) also participated in this survey. 

The research team worked collaboratively to create a survey protocol that addressed the following 
research questions: 

(1) How do Midwestern service providers perceive human trafficking within their client bases and 
their communities? 

(2) What unique factors about rural and/or Midwestern communities shape anti-trafficking 
efforts? 

(3) What barriers to service exist for trafficked persons in Midwestern regions? 
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These questions were informed by scholarship on human trafficking identification markers (Ahn et al., 
2013; Farrell et al., 2010; Musto, 2008; Konstantopoulos et al., 2013; Srikantiah, 2007) as well as regio n 
specific research on human trafficking in the Midwest (Cole & Sprang, 2015; Heil & Nichols, 2015; 
Ozalp, 2009; Rajaram & Tidball, 2018; Williamson & Prior, 2009; Wilson & Dalton, 2007). In addition, 
the research team's prior research (Britton, 2020; Schwarz et al., 2019; Schwarz & Britton, 2015; 
Schwarz et al., 2017, 2016) provided useful insights into which frontline workers may have the most 
contact with exploited or trafficked persons. 

Survey Design and Methodologies 

Below, we trace the steps the research team followed in moving from developing our research 
questions to selecting the tools of quantitative analysis at the conclusion of the survey distribution. 

Region Selection 

The Midwest as a defined region is quite large, encompassing 12 U.S. states3 (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, n.d.). Increasingly, research is emphasizing more geographically-defined responses to 
human trafficking (Farrell et al., 2016). The research team determined that a bi-state survey would 
best answer their research questions within an appropriately-bounded space. While these two states 
have similar demographics and political climates, Midwestern State 1 has a longer history of anti
trafficking policy and structured supports for survivors. At the time of our survey, Midwestern State 2 
was in a more introductory phase with certain anti-trafficking mechanisms, such as legislative task 
forces. Importantly, Midwestern State 2 has a slightly broader definition of human trafficking in its 
state-level definitions. Though both states used the same concepts of "force, fraud, and coercion" in 
their foundational definitions, Midwestern State 2 explicitly includes online advertisements of com
mercial sex in their definition of sex trafficking. This is absent from Midwestern State 1 's sex trafficking 
definition. The research team's qualitative analysis of survey findings (Schwarz et al., 2020) provides 
more detail about these nuances. 

The Role of Beta Testers and Stakeholder Feedback 

Upon designing the survey and testing it internally, the research team used beta testers to determine if 
the survey was meaningful to this population of frontline workers. These stakeholders were draw from 
the broad field of anti-trafficking efforts and also reflected perspectives from our sampled legal/law 
enforcement, medical, social service, nonprofit, and foster care sectors. These beta testers offered edits 
on the definition of trafficking presented in the survey, the factors of human trafficking identification, 
the factors for each substantive question, and the terms participants could use to self-identify their 
workplace titles and roles. The beta testers also made recommendations on the ordering of questions, 
so that a shared definition of human trafficking was placed at the beginning of the survey. Upon 
receiving this feedback, the team members worked together to redevelop specific questions to best 
accommodate these critiques. 

Sample Development 

In order to capture the appropriate sample of frontline workers engaged with vulnerable, exploited, or 
trafficked persons, the research team developed its own database of possible participants for the survey 
in the spring of 2015. This process allowed the team to target specific populations of workers most 
likely to encounter sex and labor trafficking survivors as clients: the legal/law enforcement, nonprofit, 

3These states include Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, Ohio, South Dakota, and 
Wisconsin. 
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medical, social service, and foster care sectors. The team began with an internet-based scan of 
organizations and offices across both selected states. Team members used terms related to each 
sector,4 in addition to digitally accessible lists of state and county-level offices and interpersonal 
contact with organizational representatives, creating a universe of 3,605 total frontline workers. 
During the research team's previous interview-based research (Schwarz et al., 2019), stakeholders 
suggested the range of participants to include in the survey research. We believe this sample is 
representative of those frontline workers across both states who are also accessible to contact via 
e-mail. 

Survey Distribution 

Each participant received an identical Qualtrics survey. The only differences were in the sector-specific 
references. For example, foster care participants received surveys that used the phrase "foster care 
sector," while nonprofit participants saw questions that used the phrase "nonprofit sector." The term 
"client" was used for all surveys except for those in the medical sector, who were asked about 
"patients." Finally, when asking for or demographic information, each survey included a list of sector
specific job titles from which they could select or write in their own answer. For example, legal/law 
enforcement officials were not shown a list that included jobs from the healthcare sector. 

Using the Qualtrics survey platform, team members generated an e-mail sent directly to most 
identified sample members. Beginning in July 2016, the majority of our participants received an e-mail 
explaining the general parameters of the research project and the role their expertise would play in 
addressing larger questions about vulnerability, exploitation, and trafficking in the Midwestern U.S. 
Reminder e-mails were staggered throughout late July and August, with a survey closure date in 
September 2016. 

The only differences in distribution were for select members of the legal/law enforcement and social 
service sectors, as well as the entirety of the foster care sector. Based on contact with administrators in 
these respective sectors, the research team determined it was best to allow the foster care sector to 
distribute an anonymous survey link through their own e-mail platform. Administrators were under
standably hesitant to share their institutional e-mail lists with the research team. The administrators 
also believed that survey buy-in and trust would be achieved through their own distribution, not 
a generalized Qualtrics link. Our research team crafted an e-mail to foster care administrators that was 
then forwarded to their own staff lists. Reminder e-mails followed a similar process for these groups. 

Participants 

Out of the total 3,605 contacted participants, 667 frontline workers provided responses (response 
rate= 18.5%). In line with our informed consent protocols, participants were able to leave questions 
blank or opt out of continuing the survey at any time, so not every surveyed frontline worker can be 
equated to a "complete" data set. Table 1 shows the response rate by sector. 

The research team deliberately limited the collection of demographic data, based on consultation 
with beta testers. Given the particularly small regions where some participants were conducting their 
anti-trafficking work, there was the concern of identifiability; for example, providing the age, race, and 
gender of an anti-violence advocate in one predominantly rural county could be enough to pinpoint 
the identity of that participant. Instead, the survey asked participants to self-define their job title, 
region of work, and scope of work (city-wide/community-wide, regional, statewide, national, or 
other). Beyond these self-definitions, the survey also asked participants to identify how many survivors 

4Using Google as a starting point, the research team thought of each sector in its broadest terms. For example, when searching for 
appropriate members of the medical sector, team members searched for 'emergency department," "federally qualified health 
center: "public health clinic," "crisis pregnancy center," "free clinic," "hospital," and "community health center" to identify general 
health providers likely to encounter vulnerable, exploited, or trafficked persons. 
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Table 1. Survey response rate by sector. 
Public Service Sector Surveys Received Surveys Distributed Response Rate 
Legal/Law Enforcement 149 1073 13.9% 
Medical 116 474 24.5% 
Nonprofit 90 316 28.5% 
Social Service 42 142 29.6% 
Foster Care 270 1600 16.9% 
Total Across All Sectors 667 3605 18.5% 

of labor and sex trafficking they worked with (1) across their entire professional career and (2) within 
the past 12 months, with the reported numbers varying from zero to over 100. These questions worked 
together to provide a robust picture of anti-trafficking work in the region while maintaining con
fidentiality of participants. 

After being presented with a legal definition for human trafficking,5 the participants were asked "To 
the best of your knowledge, have you ever encountered a survivor of human trafficking in your 
professional capacity in the social service sector?" Participants who responded "No" to this question 
were classified to a "No witness" group, indicating their perceived lack of experience with human 
trafficking. Participants who responded "Yes" were presented with a follow-up question concerning 
the forms of human trafficking they witnessed: sex trafficking, labor trafficking, or both. 

As Table 2 demonstrates, participants had varying levels of perceived encounters and experience 
with trafficked persons. Interestingly, our participants were split almost equally in terms of whether or 
not they had encountered trafficking in their careers, with 45% of survey participants indicating no 
perceived experience with human trafficking and 55% indicating they had some perceived experience. 
Additionally, Table 2 presents the types of trafficking our participants encountered. In our case, it was 
fairly common for service providers to report seeing sex trafficking only or to see both sex and labor 
trafficking - but it was rare for them to only witness labor trafficking in their work. 

Survey Items 

Table 3 details the survey items that correspond with the warning signs presented on the survey. 
Participants could respond to these items on a Likert scale with five points from "Completely Likely" to 
"Not At All Likely," with a sixth point for "Do Not Know." In general, warning signs represent current, 
recognizable factors that a frontline worker would witness in their client's life (like truancy), or embodied 
by their client ( such as the health concerns or physical markers of interpersonal violence) that would trigger 

Table 2. Cross-classification summary for the online survey respondents: service sectors and human trafficking witness experiences. 
Public Service No Witness Witness Sex Trafficking Witness Labor Trafficking Witness Sex and Labor 
Sector Experience Only Only Trafficking Total 

Legal/Law 72 47 1 24 144 
Enforcement 

Nonprofit 17 42 0 28 87 
Medical 84 16 2 10 112 
Social Service 10 25 0 5 40 
Foster Care 111 123 2 26 262 
Total 294 253 5 93 645 

5For the purposes of our project, our research team used a definition reflective of the lVPA: 'Human trafficking is the use of force, 
fraud, or coercion to exploit someone for labor or commercial sex. Under US law, any commercial sexual act performed by someone 
under the age of 18 is considered sex trafficking. A person's consent to enter into these exchanges does not waive the law or their 
protection under the law." This definition was adjusted to reflect beta testers' consideration for how to frame this question. Instead 
of simply copying the legal definition identically in format and structure, our beta testers advised us to make this statement more 
concise and less jargon-filled. The definition here is reflective of multiple conversations and rounds of feedback between the 
research team and beta testers. 
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some kind of intervention. We see these as reactive; if a service provider has been trained to identify 
trafficking, they would see these signs as an indication to step in and implement a protocol. These warning 
signs reflect only one of the survey questions. Participants were also asked about larger, more systemic or 
structural issues. We conceptualize these issues as preventive, holding the potential to exacerbate exploita
tion or vulnerability, in a section of the survey about trafficking "risk factors." This set of questions 
addressed other commonly recognized factors, including but not limited to a controlling presence, financial 
abuse/control, English language limitations, and undocumented citizenship status. When warning signs 
and risk factors accumulate, individuals may become more vulnerable to violence, harm, exploitation, or 
human trafficking (Lutnick, 2016; Nichols, 2016; Schwarz et a!., 2019; Strauss & McGrath, 2017; De Vries & 
Farrell, 2018). Given the scope of this paper, we focus here on the warning signs named in Table 3 only, but 
we recognize the interplay and connection between these two sets of challenges and forms of exploitation, 
and we discuss these in other publications (Schwarz et al., 2019, p. 2020). 

It is important to address the nuances of these factors.6 In working with our beta testers, these 
particular warning signs were identified as the most encompassing of both sex and labor trafficking 
even though some (like sexually transmitted infections or tattoos/branding) may be more prototypi
cally associated with sex trafficking. However, when combining their insights with the research team's 
previous interview-based research in a Midwestern metropolitan area and preexisting scholarship on 
"trafficking into forced labor" that includes sexual and non-sexual forms of work (Brennan, 2014), we 
found these factors did not fully exist in some kind of binary configuration (between some solely 
existing for sex trafficking survivors and others exclusively associated with labor trafficking). 

Specifically, we spoke extensively with beta testers, interview participants, and local anti-trafficking 
survivor-leaders about the disproportionate attention sex trafficking receives in the anti-trafficking 
scholarship. They pushed against the binary division between sex and labor trafficking. Many service 
providers in this Midwestern region have worked with survivors who, more often than not, experienced 
both sex and labor trafficking, and they argued that we should be thinking about how these co-occur. 
Other providers went a step further to argue that sex trafficking is synonymous with labor trafficking. 

While the research team did not want to further reify a potential division, we were interested to see if 
there were some factors that were more prominent in one condition than the other. While we recognize 
there are limitations with this decision, as we address later in this paper, we were guided by our 
stakeholders who advised us to challenge the prototypical sex/labor binary. For example, the warning 

Table 3. Survey items for warning signs. 
Warning Sign Survey Items (n = 17) 
WS1WS2 Physical injury (ex. broken bones, sprains) 

WS3 Medical issue/illness (ex. flu, fever, infection) 
WS4 Untreated chronic/acute health issue (ex. diabetes, asthma) 
wss "On the job" injury (ex. chemical burns, falling off ladders) 
WS6 Hunger/malnutrition 
WS7 Untreated sexually transmitted infections (STls) 
WS8 Sexual assault 
WS9 Urinary tract infections (UTls) 
WSl0 Evidence of abuse or torture 
WSll Dental damage 
WS12 Drug or alcohol abuse or overdose 
WS13 Attempted suicide 
WS14 Chronic runaway 
WS15WS16 Truancy 
WS17 Prior, unsuccessful involvement with social service system(s)Mental health concerns (ex. depression, manic 

episode) 
Presence of tattoos or branding 

6These critiques were elucidated by an anonymous manuscript reviewer, and the authors collectively appreciate this attention. For 
further research that discusses the challenges and problems that can emerge in anti-trafficking identification strategies, see Farrell 
et al. (2010); Hoyle et al., 2011); Soltis & Walters, 2016); and Stoklasa et al. (2017). 
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sign of "truancy" was listed specifically by interview participants connected to the education field as 
a warning sign for labor trafficking. One educator spoke in great detail how the children of undocumented 
parents in her community were often picking up extra shifts during school hours to help pay rent. When 
their truancy triggered mandatory reporting, families would move out of district to avoid closer surveil
lance by the school system. Similarly, other participants connected to youth and educational systems 
described drug trafficking as a form of labor trafficking, with specific and convincing justifications. 

Taking these factors into account, the survey also included an open-ended question at the begi n 
ning, asking if participants had witnessed other forms of trafficking beyond sex or labor trafficking. We 
anticipated hearing possible answers of organ trafficking, or answers that pointed to the limitations of 
this particular binary construction, but we instead received responses that described a particular type 
of labor or sex trafficking. 

Analysis Approach 

The goal of the quantitative data analysis was to understand the possible dimensions (the factor 
structure) of frontline workers' perceptions of human trafficking. Specifically, based on the respon
dents' answers to the 17 survey items addressing warning signs, analysis aimed to address the 
following questions: 

(1) Are the warning sign indicators reflective of a single dimension (i.e., determining an individual 
as a victim of human trafficking; the risk level of an individual experiencing human trafficking) 
across the three witness groups? 

(2) If there are differential responses across the three witness groups regarding the warning sign 
indicators, can the mean level differences be explained by the organizational support received 
by the respondents? 

This report presents results of a structural equation modeling (SEM) procedure using R's 
package lavaan (Rosseel, 2018 [Version 0.6-2]; R Core Team, 2018 [Version 3.5.1]). The model 
collects the survey items and groups them into conceptual dimensions. Though our survey asked 
questions on a five-point Likert scale, our model uses four points, as the final two points of the 
Likert scale ("Not Too Likely" and "Not At All Likely") were worded so closely as to induce 
similar responses. 

As noted earlier, in line with our survey design and informed consent practices, many 
participants did not respond to all items. Unlike regression analysis, the structural equation 
estimation process does not drop cases when some items are unavailable. The estimates are 
based on an underlying correlation matrix between items, which is built up from "pairwise
complete" observations on all items. The process makes use of the information that is available 
for all pairs of items. 

The main findings revolve around the extent to which these conceptual dimensions differ among 
practitioners with different experiences. We first establish a measurement model. The purpose is to 
show that the three groups of practitioners under consideration have similar understandings of the 
questions themselves. By establishing the so-called strong invariance property, we are able to then 
estimate the positions of individuals on the underlying attitudinal scales. It becomes possible to argue, 
for example, that the level of perceived physical danger is different among practitioners who have 
never encountered human trafficking than among others. Second, we conducted an exploratory SEM 
procedure (ESEM) to validate the structure of attitudinal dimensions (Asparouhov & Muthen, 2009; 
Mai et al., 2018; Marsh et al., 2014; Morin et al., 2013). The analysis suggests that there are three 
attitudinal dimensions that underlie the survey item responses. A priority in our analysis is to 
understand the differences among the providers as a function of their experience. For the final step 
of the analysis, two organizational support variables (having a protocol/identification tool; receiving 
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training) were included as predictors. The following sections provide more detailed description of the 
analysis and the results. 

Results 

Warning Signs of Human Trafficking 

We started with the simple assumption that there is one underlying attitudinal dimension that drives 
evaluations of the warning signs for human trafficking. In structural equation modeling, these 
attitudinal dimensions are referred to as "factors." We quickly concluded, however, that the one
factor model was not going to be sufficient for a large number of the providers under consideration. 

As illustrated in Table 4 to 6, many of the individual items seem to be poorly predicted by the single 
factor. The overall model fit, as represented by the root mean-square error of approximation, is 0.16, 
which is unacceptable. We suggest instead a three-dimensional model to account for warning signs. 

ESEM was used to identify the possible latent factors and their associated indicators. A three-factor 
solution emerged (see Figure 1) that suggests that three perceptual components - described as the 
practitioner's understanding of an individual's physical condition, reproductive health, and personal 
risk - will help to understand differences among practitioners.Individual descriptors across the 
perceptual components per witness group are evident in are listed in Tables Sa, Sb, and Sc. 

Table 6 shows the model estimation results for the three-factor model. Note that there are separate 
estimates for the three practitioner groups. The linkage between the items and the underlying 
attitudinal constructs is much more consistent than the one-dimensional model. In addition, the 
overall fidelity between the model and the entire data set is excellent (CFI =.99, TLI/NNFI= .99, 

Table 4. Configural invariance model estimation results for the warning signs. 

No Witness Sex Trafficking Labor Trafficking 

Estimate(S.E.)sig Estimate(S.E.)sig Estimate(S.E.)sig 

General Factor 
Physical Injuries 

Medical Issues/Illness 
Untreated Health Issues 
"On the job' Injury 
Malnutrition 
Untreated STls 
Sexual Assault 
Urinary Infections 
Abuse/Torture 
Dental Dam age 
Drug/ Alcohol Abuse 
Attempted Suicide 
Chronic Runaway 
Truancy 
SS Involvement Fail 
Mental Health Concerns 
Tattoos 
General.Factor 

General.Factor 
Scaled x2 1594.4(df = 35 7)*** 
CFI 
TLI/NNFI 
RMSEA 
SRMR 
N 

+Fixed parameter 
p < 0.05, •• p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 

0. 74(0.03)*** 

0.83(0.03)*** 
0.80(0.03)*** 
0.69(0.04)*** 
0.81 (0.02)*** 
0.89(0.02)*** 
0.86(0.02)*** 
0. 90(0.01)*** 
0.83(0.02)*** 
0. 78(0.02)*** 
0.87(0.02)*** 
0. 90(0.01)*** 
0. 92(0.1 1)*** 
0.88(0.01)*** 
0.78(0.02)*** 
0. 78(0.03)*** 
0.59(0.04)*** 

1.00+ 

0.00+ 

0.98 
0.97 

0.15*** 
0.11 
593 

Factor Loadings 

0.68(0.03)*** 

0.82(0.02)*** 
0.80(0.03)*** 
0.68(0.04)*** 
0.71 (0.03)*** 
0. 78(0.02)*** 
0. 79(0.04)*** 
0.80(0.02)*** 
0. 70(0.03)*** 
0. 76(0.03)*** 
0. 76(0.04)*** 
0.68(0.03)*** 
0.81 (0.03)*** 
0.80(0.02)*** 
0. 72(0.03)*** 
0. 76(0.03)*** 
0.66(0.04)*** 

Latent Variances 1.00+ 
Latent Intercepts 

0.00+ 
Fit Indices 

0.70(0.06)*** 

0.81 (0.04)*** 
0.75(0.05)*** 
0.42(0.09)*** 
0.79(0.04)*** 
0.89(0.04)*** 
0.88(0.03)*** 
0.89(0.04)*** 
0.73(0.05)*** 
0.77(0.04)*** 
0.76(0.04)*** 
0.80(0.04)*** 
0.93(0.02)*** 
0.91 (0.03)*** 
0.63(0.06)*** 
0.74(0.06)*** 
0.66(0.07)*** 

1 .00+ 

0.00+ 

https://0.66(0.07
https://0.74(0.06
https://0.63(0.06
https://0.93(0.02
https://0.80(0.04
https://0.76(0.04
https://0.77(0.04
https://0.73(0.05
https://0.89(0.04
https://0.88(0.03
https://0.89(0.04
https://0.79(0.04
https://0.42(0.09
https://0.75(0.05
https://0.70(0.06
https://0.66(0.04
https://0.80(0.02
https://0.68(0.03
https://0.80(0.02
https://0.68(0.04
https://0.80(0.03
https://0.82(0.02
https://0.68(0.03
https://0.59(0.04
https://0.78(0.02
https://0.88(0.01
https://0.87(0.02
https://0.83(0.02
https://0.86(0.02
https://0.89(0.02
https://0.69(0.04
https://0.80(0.03
https://0.83(0.03
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Table Sa. 'Individual desaiptors for physical condition perceptual component (percentages and counts). 
No Witness Witness Sex Trafficking Witness Labor Trafficking 

Physical Injuries 
NTAL 1 1  .56% (34) 1 1 .85% (41) 10.20% (10) 
SL 21.77% (64) 25.14% (87) 28.57% (28) 
VL 25.1 7% (74) 24.28% (84) 24.49% (24) 
CL 1 1  .90% (35) 1 1 .85% (41) 12.24% (12) 
NA 29.59% (87) 26.88% (93) 24.49"/4 (24) 

Medical Issues/Illness 
NTAL 12.59% (37) 6.94% (24) 6.12% (6) 
SL 19.05% (56) 23.41% (81) 23.47% (23) 
VL 26.53% (78) 27.75% (96) 31 .63% (31) 
CL 12.59% (37) 1 6.47% (57) 16.33% (16) 
NA 29.25% (86) 25.43% (88) 22.45% (22) 

Untreated Health Issues 
NTAL 12.24% (36) 8.96% (31) 7.14% (7) 
SL 21 .09% (62) 23. 99"/4 (83) 16.33% (16) 
VL 24.15% (71) 24.86% (86) 35.71% (35) 
CL 12.59% (37) 14.74% (51) 18.37% (18) 
NA 29.93% (88) 27.46% (95) 22.45% (22) 

'On the job' Injury 
NTAL 29.59% (87) 30.06% (104) 8.16% (8) 
SL 15.65% (46) 1 6.47% (57) 23.47% (23) 
VL 15.65% (46) 1 1.56% (40) 33.67% (33) 
CL 7.14% (21) 6.94% (24) 1 1  .22% (11) 
NA 31 .97% (94) 34.97% (121) 23.47% (23) 

Malnutrition 
NTAL 8.16% (24) 9.54% (33) 6.12% (6) 
SL 13.27% (39) 22.83% (79) 28.57% (28) 
VL 31 .29% (92) 28.32% (98) 35.71% (35) 
CL 19.39% (57) 15.61% (54) 10.20% (10) 
NA 27.89% (82) 23.70% (82) 19 .3 9"/4 (1 9) 

Abuse/Torture 
NTAL 5.78% (1 7) 4.62% (16) 8.16% (8) 
SL 13.27% (39) 1 7.63% (61) 31 .63% (31) 
VL 29.25% (86) 28.03% (97) 24.49"/4 (24) 
CL 25.1 7% (74) 26.59"/4 (92) 1 1  .22% (11) 
NA 26.53% (78) 23.12% (80) 24.49"/4 (24) 

Dental Damage 
NTAL 6.80% (20) 1 0.98% (38) 9.18% (9) 
SL 21 .09% (62) 23.41% (81) 26.53% (26) 
VL 27.55% (81) 21 .97% (76) 25.51% (25) 
CL 14.63% (43) 13.29"/4 (46) 7.14% (7) 
NA 29.93% (88) 30.35% (105) 31 .63% (31) 
Total 294 346 98 

'For Table Sa, Sb, and Sc, the following codes correspond to the Likert scale used on our survey: 
NTAL: Not Too Likely and Not at All Likely 
SL: Somewhat Likely 
VL: Very Likely 
CL: Completely Likely 
NA: Missing Values 

RMSEA = .09, SRMR = .09). The main point here is that we believe expectations about human 
trafficking might be more nuanced than the simple one-dimensional model. We show that while 
service providers who do not indicate any experience with human trafficking, who we categorize as the 
no witness group in our analyses, seem to have a simpler one-dimensional view, the providers that 
have identified or worked with trafficking survivors have differentiated expectations that reflect their 
perceived experiences. 

The no witness group's opinions are more likely to align with the simple one-dimensional scale for 
human trafficking. In order to get traction for an inter-group comparison, we take the no witness 
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Table Sb. Individual descriptors for reproductive health perceptual component (Percentages and Counts). 
No Witness Witness Sex Trafficking Witness Labor Trafficking 

Untreated STls 
NTAL 
SL 
VL 
CL 
NA 

7.14% (21) 
8.84% (26) 
25.51% (75) 
31 .97% (94) 
26.53% (78) 

1 . 16% (4) 
10.400/4 (36) 

33.24% (1 15) 
34.39% (1 19) 
20.81% (72) 

1 1 .22% (11)  
21 .43% (21) 
22.45% (22) 
1 7.35% (1 7) 
27.55% (27) 

Sexual Assault 
NTAL 
SL 
VL 
CL 
NA 

13.61% (40) 
0.00% (0) 

24.49% (72) 
35.03% (103) 
26.87% (79) 

5.200/4 (18) 
0.000/4 (0) 

29.19% (101) 
47.1 1% (163) 
18.500/4 (64) 

27.55% (27) 
0.00% (0) 

33.67% (33) 
15.31% (15) 
23.47% (23) 

Urinary Infections 
NTAL 9.86% (29) 2.89% (10) 9.1 8% (9) 
SL 
VL 
CL 
NA 

12.24% (36) 
21 .09% (62) 
27.89% (82) 
28.91% (85) 

12.14% (42) 
27.46% (95) 

31.21% (1 08) 
26.300/4 (91) 

20.41% (20) 
24.49% (24) 
12.24% (12) 
33.67% (33) 

Total 294 346 98 

group as a baseline set and then focus on the differences among the providers who have experienced 
human trafficking. Particularly because sex trafficking is perceived more widely, we are especially 
focused on comparing that group with the no witness group. In the two witness groups (sex and labor 
trafficking), the estimated positions of the participants on the underlying attitudinal scales are more 
tightly clumped than in the no witness group. The idea would be that providers without any perceived 
encounters with trafficked persons bring with them diverse expectations that are not shaped by direct, 
interpersonal experience. Especially on the dimensions of personal risk and reproductive health, 
diversity among the sex trafficking witness group is noticeably lower (estimated variances are 0.57 
and 0.47, compared to 1.0 for the no witness group). The attitudinal dimensions of the no witness 
group are much more tightly correlated than the other groups. As Figure 2 illustrates, the attitudinal 
construct estimates in Table 6 are more noticeably differentiated among the respondents who had 
witnessed human trafficking (sex or labor). 

We can also compare the average positions of the provider groups on the three attitudinal 
dimensions. The evidence indicates that professionals who have field exposure to human trafficking -
either for sex or labor - developed more nuanced attitudinal prototypes. The sex trafficking witness 
group relies more on personal risk indicators and reproductive health indicators when judging the 
occurrence of sex trafficking. Given the prototypical understanding oflabor trafficking - which focuses 
exclusively on elements of physical labor and omits the reality of sexual violence, STis, unplanned 
pregnancies, and harms to future reproductive capacities (Global Alliance Against Traffic in Women, 
2020; Silver-Greenberg & Kitroeff, 2018)7 

- the practitioners in this survey who have worked with 
survivors of labor trafficking do not perceive issues of reproductive health as a major contributing 
factor. 

Organizational Supports for Anti-Trafficking Efforts 

Organizational support might enhance practitioners' ability to identify human trafficking. Our data 
include two indicators of organizational support. First, respondents were asked, "Do you use a human 
trafficking protocol/identification tool?" Second, respondents were asked "Have you received educa
tional programming/training on human trafficking? (ex. State Attorney General's Office, local 

7Many thanks to one of our anonymous reviewers for suggesting these additions to our analysis. 
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Table Sc. Individual descriptors for personal risk perceptual component (percentages and counts). 

No Witness Witness Sex Trafficking Witness Labor Trafficking 

Drug/ Alcohol Abuse 
NTAL 4.76% (14) 1.45% (5) 12.24% (12) 
SL 1 1  .90% (35) 7.51% (26) 16.33% (16) 
VL 30.95% (91) 36.13% (125) 29.59% (29) 
CL 26.87% (79) 33.82% (1 1 7) 16.33% (16) 
NA 25.51% (75) 21 . 100/4 (73) 25.51% (25) 

Attempted Suicide 
NTAL 6.12% (18) 2.89% (10) 10.200/4 (10) 
SL 13.61% (40) 1 5.32% (53) 23.47% (23) 
VL 28.91% (85) 37.28% (129) 28.57% (28) 
CL 24.15% (71) 1 9.65% (68) 10.200/4 (10) 
NA 27.21% (80) 24.86% (86) 27.55% (27) 

Chronic Run away 
NTAL 6.46% (19) 0.87% (3) 8.16% (8) 
SL 8.5 00/4 (2 5) 8.09% (28) 1 7.35% (1 7) 
VL 29.59% (87) 34.39% (1 1 9) 29.59% (29) 
CL 28.91% (85) 34.68% (120) 16.33% (16) 
NA 26.53% (78) 21 .97% (76) 28.57% (28) 

Mental Health Concerns 
NTAL 3.06% (9) 1 . 16% (4) 5.100/4 (5) 
SL 1 1  .56% (34) 8.38% (29) 1 1  .22% (11) 
VL 32.65% (96) 28.61% (99) 30.61% (30) 
CL 26.53% (78) 41.62% (144) 32.65% (32) 
NA 26.19% (77) 20.23% (70) 20.41% (20) 

Truancy 
NTAL 8.5 00/4 (2 5) 1 .73% (6) 6.12% (6) 
SL 10.88% (32) 1 1.85% (41) 16.33% (16) 
VL 29.59% (87) 30.64% (106) 30.61% (30) 
CL 24.15% (71) 31.21% (108) 16.33% (16) 
NA 26.87% (79) 24.57% (85) 30.61% (30) 

SS lnvolvem ent Fail 
NTAL 4.76% (14) 1.45% (5) 5.100/4 (5) 
SL 20.41% (60) 13.29% (46) 20.41% (20) 
VL 28.91% (85) 32.95% (114) 30.61% (30) 
CL 19.05% (56) 29.77% (103) 1 7.35% (1 7) 
NA 26.87% (79) 22.54% (78) 26.53% (26) 

Tattoos 
NTAL 7.82% (23) 4.34% (15) 16.33% (16) 
SL 19.73% (58) 1 9.65% (68) 22.45% (22) 
VL 25.1 7% (74) 26.88% (93) 1 7.35% (1 7) 
CL 18.03% (53) 21 .97% (76) 14.29% (14) 
NA 29.25% (86) 27.1 7% (94) 29.59% (29) 
Total 294 346 98 

organizations/service providers)". Response options to these two questions were: "Yes, No, and Don't 
Know." For the purpose of the analysis, we grouped together the "Don't Know" and "No," mainly on 
the substantive grounds that people who do not know if they have received training are not likely to be 
different from people who report that they have not had training.8 Specifically, if providers do not 
know if their organization has accessible educational resources or identification protocols, that means 
in practice the providers are not using them. These two variables were included in the three-factor 
three-group model as two exogenous (predictor) variables. Table 7 shows the estimation results for 
this structural model. 

We have estimated a model that treats "Don't Know" as missing data, and the estimates are substantively equivalent. The 
alternative estimates are available with the online material. 

8
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Table 6. •Three-factor three-group CFA model (WLSMV) estimation results for warning signs. 
No Witness Sex Trafficking Labor Trafficking 

Estimate(S.E.)sig Estimate(S.E.)sig Estimate(S.E.)sig 

Personal Risk 
Drug/ Alcohol Abuse 
Attempted Suicide 
Chronic Runaway 
Truancy 
SS Involvement Fail 
Mental Health Concerns 
Physical Condition 
Physical Injuries 
"On the job" Injury 
Abuse/Torture 
Medical Issues/Illness 
Untreated Health Issues 
Malnutrition 
Dental Dam age 
Reproductive Health 
Untreated STls 
Sexual Assault 
Urinary Infections 

Personal Risk 
Physical Condition 
Reproductive Health 

Personal Risk w/Physical Condition 
Personal Risk w/Reproductive Health 
Physical Condition w/Reproductive Health 

Personal Risk 
Physical Condition 
Reproductive Health 

Scaled x2 
CFI 
TLI/NNFI 
RMSEA 
SRMR 
N 

0. 93(0.02)*** 
0. 94(0.01)*** 
0. 96(0.01)*** 
0. 91 (0.02)*** 
0.84(0.02)*** 
0.88(0.02)*** 

0. 78(0.03)*** 
0. 70(0.04)*** 
0. 93(0.02)*** 
0.87(0.02)*** 
0.81 (0.03)*** 
0.85(0.02)*** 
0.85 (0.03)*** 

0. 91 (0.02)*** 
0. 95 (0.02)*** 
0.95(0.01)*** 

1.00+ 
1.00+ 
1.00+ 

0.80(0.03)*** 
0.80(0.03)*** 
0.86(0.03)*** 

0.00+ 
0.00+ 
0.00+ 

1093.45(df = 385)*** 
0.99 
0.99 

0.09*** 
0.09 
432 

Factor Loadings 

++ 

Latent Variances 
0.57(0.12)*** 
0.90(0.17)*** 
0.4 7(0.11 )*** 

Latent Covariances 
0.48(0.10)*** 
0.38(0.08)*** 
0.50(0.10)*** 

Latent Intercepts 
0.26(0.11 )* 
-0.01 (0.11) 
0.19(0.11) 
Fit Indices 

++ 

0. 75(0.24)** 
0.88(0.28)** 
0.74(0.24)** 

0.63(0.20)** 
0.60(0.19)** 
0.62(0.20)** 

-0.24(0.15) 
-0.04(0.16) 

-0.52(0.15)*** 

+Fixed parameter 
++Loadings are identical in all three groups 
p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
'For the purposes of this analysis, we found that tattoos/branding did not fit the models we were constructing. Tattoos/branding 

were possible indicators of human trafficking but not causal factors within this model. 

The model estimation results (the latent intercepts estimates) showed that the group mean-level 
differences became non-significant (comparing to the three-group three-factor model above) once the 
two organizational support variables were taken into account. Thus, organizational support (i.e., 
having a standard identification tool and going through proper training) can influence the frontline 
workers' judgment about usefulness of the 17 warning signs. 

Discussion 

The overarching goal of the current study was to understand frontline workers' perceptions of warning 
sign indicators from a cognitive prototype perspective. Specifically, multiple-group SEM analyses were 
conducted to understand and sketch out a reasonable approximation for the participants' cognitive 

https://0.52(0.15
https://0.04(0.16
https://0.24(0.15
https://0.62(0.20
https://0.60(0.19
https://0.63(0.20
https://0.74(0.24
https://0.88(0.28
https://0.19(0.11
https://0.26(0.11
https://0.50(0.10
https://0.38(0.08
https://0.48(0.10
https://0.90(0.17
https://0.57(0.12
https://0.86(0.03
https://0.80(0.03
https://0.80(0.03
https://0.95(0.01
https://0.85(0.02
https://0.87(0.02
https://0.88(0.02
https://0.84(0.02
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Figure 1 . Three-factor structure for warning signs. 

schema - how service providers understand and make sense of - human trafficking occurrence. This 
approach aligns with inductive human trafficking research strategies that seek to move from specific 
observations to more generalizable claims (Weitzer, 2014). 

In general, service providers who have seen either sex or labor trafficking, as a group, have more 
clarity about warning signs. For those who have not seen trafficking in their work, there is a much 
wider set of indicators that could be associated with trafficking. This has some interesting implications. 
For example, if you have seen sex trafficking, this may mean that your broader perceptions of 
trafficking are more informed by the lived experiences of trafficked persons in your community rather 
than by the media. It also may mean that you may begin to see sex and labor trafficking through 
a narrower lens. This is not inherently positive, as a more restrictive definition of trafficking may 
eliminate some real forms of harm that require legal or medical assistance. 

Physical 

Personal 

Risk 

S1: Physical Injuries 

S2: Medical Issues/Illness 

S3: Untreated Health Issues 

S5: Malnutrition 

S9: Abuse/Torture 

S10: Dental Damage 
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S7: Sexual Assault 
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S16: Mental Health Concerns 

517: Tattoos/Branding 
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No Witness Group (n = 180) 

0.80*** 

alth 
1.0+ 4.o+ 

Sex Trafficking-Witness Group (n = 199) 

0.48*** 

0.57*** 

Personal 
Risk 

0.47*** 

Labor Trafficking-Witness Group (n = 53) 

0.63** 

Reproductive 
Health .,/j

"'-ti.75 ** 

Personal 
Risk 

Figure 2.  Three-factor three-group CFA model estimation results. 

Based on our findings regarding organizational support, identification tools and formalized train
ings do have an influence on participants' perceptions of trafficking. Again, it is important to take into 
consideration the content of these mechanisms and programs. If frontline workers are being prepared 
to identify trafficking per a prototypical understanding rooted in stereotypes, the efficacy and ethical 
orientation of these interventions should be revisited to perhaps more authentically reflect the 
exploitation found in their communities. If survivors' experiences happen to align with prototypical 
narratives, then responses should align accordingly - but we should not be treating complex problems 
with "one size fits all" anti-trafficking efforts. 

The results here also indicate that service providers believe they have more experience with sex 
trafficking than labor trafficking. This does not necessarily mean that sex trafficking occurs more 
frequently than labor trafficking - returning to our first research question, it is simply perceived to 
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Table 7. Three-group structural model estimation results for the warning signs: identification protocol and training as two predictors. 

No Witness  Sex Trafficking Labor Trafficking 

Estimate(S. E.)sig Estimate(S.E.)sig Estimate(S.E.)sig 

Personal Risk 
Drug/ Alcohol Abuse 
Attempted Suicide 
Chronic Runaway 
Truancy 
SS Involvement Fail 
Mental Health Concerns 

Physical Condition 
Physical Injuries 
"On the job" Injury 
Abuse/Torture 
Medical Issues/Illness
Untreated Health Issues 
Malnutrition 
Dental Dam age 

Reproductive Health 
Un treated STls 
Sexual Assault 
Urinary Infections 

Personal Risk 
Received Training 
Protocol/Identification Tool 

Physical Condition 
Received Training 
Protocol/Identification Tool 

Reproductive Health 
Received Training 
Protocol/Identification Tool 

Personal Risk 
Physical Condition 
Reproductive Health 

Personal Risk w/Physical Condition 
Personal Risk w/Reproductive Health 
Physical Condition w/Reproductive Health 

Personal Risk 
Physical Condition 
Reproductive Health 

Scaled x2 1 002.52(df = 463)***
CFI 
TLI/NNFI 
RMSEA 
SRMR 
N 

0.92(0.02)*** 
0.94(0.01 )*** 
0.96(0.01 )*** 
0.90(0.02)*** 
0.83(0.03)*** 
0.87(0.03)*** 

0.75(0.03)*** 
0.69(0.05)*** 
0.92(0.02)*** 
0.88(0.02)***
0.80(0.03)*** 
0.83(0.03)*** 
0.84(0.03)*** 

0.91 (0.02)*** 
0.94(0.02)*** 
0.95(0.01 )*** 

-0.18(0.19) 
0.45(0.19)* 

-0.13(0.18) 
0.5 8(0.1 8)** 

-0.26(0.19) 
0.52(0.20)* 

1 .00+ 
1 .00+ 
1 .00+ 

0.79(0.03)***
0.78(0.03)*** 
0.85(0.03)*** 

0.00+ 
0.00+ 
0.00+ 

0.99 
0.99 

0.07*** 
0.10 
401 

Factor Load in gs 

++ ++ 

Regression Slopes 

0.27(0.1 6) -0.26(0.42) 
-0.07(0.13) -0.04(0.27) 

0.27(0.22) -0.1 5(0.56) 
0.1 7(0.18) 0.27(0.34) 

0.16(0. 17) -0.1 2(0.38) 
-0.06(0.13) 0.08(0.27) 

Latent Variances 
0.58(0.14)*** 0.64(0.28)*
1.26(0.37)*** 1 . 1 7(0.50)* 
0.64(0.20)** 0.66(0.26)* 

Latent Covariances 
0.58(0.14)*** 0.64(0.25)*
0.44(0.1 1)*** 0.49(0.20)* 
0.68(0.16)*** 0.66(0.24)** 

Latent lnterceets 
0.21 (0.47) 0.39(0.88) 

-0.14(0.53) 0.36(1.1 7) 
0.35(0.50) -0.33(0.85) 
Fit Indices 

+Fixed parameter 
++Loadings are identical in all three groups 
p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 

exist at higher rates. This finding could reflect the stronger policy emphasis and public discourse on 
sex trafficking than on labor trafficking (Berg, 2015; Weitzer, 2007), as well as the concept of "iconic" 
(Srikantiah, 2007) or prototypical victimhood as aligning with definitions of sex trafficking. This is an 
issue that continues to be debated and critiqued within critical trafficking studies. 

Our findings point to the need for more targeted research exclusively focusing on labor exploitation 
and trafficking, including how these forms of violence are perceived by the frontline workers with 
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whom survivors may be engaging. The mainstream discourse that equates human trafficking exclu
sively with sex trafficking is powerful, and robust empirical data must add to the vocal activist 
communities and advocacy groups forging the conversations on the exploitation of domestic workers, 
agricultural laborers, and "gig economy" contractors (Hafiz & Paarlberg, 2017; Thibos & Quirk, 2019; 
Van Doorn, 2017). Though the harms faced by a forced laborer in a restaurant or on a construction 
site may not resemble those faced by a precarious contract laborer, they are part of a broader 
continuum of exploitation that goes unchecked because it currently exists outside of paradigmatic 
conceptions of what constitutes human trafficking. 

Our findings may also point to the value of combining systems-wide understandings of warning 
signs as seen by a range of service providers. This range ought to also be informed and enlivened by 
survivors' narratives and individual experiences with both sex and labor trafficking. Training pro
grams could highlight prototypical and non-prototypical trafficking narratives, such as the recurring 
trauma of polyvictimization (De Vries & Farrell, 2018) which complicates the "master narrative" 
prototype (Hill, 2016) of trafficking as one identifiable moment. As Cojocaru (2016) argues in her 
autoethnographic critique of an anti-trafficking art exhibition, "the factors influencing personal 
experiences are multifaceted and complex, especially in cases involving interpersonal violence" (p. 
19). With appropriate compensation and thoughtful acknowledgment of the trauma that might 
accompany retelling one's story, survivors can and should participate in the development of identi
fication protocols and the training of frontline workers. This dual approach of system-wide perspec
tives and survivor-centered experiences working in tandem may help avoid the entrenchment of one 
prototype that equates human trafficking exclusively with one specific manifestation of trafficking or 
that targets only certain populations. 

Limitations 

One major limitation of this research is the self-selection of the sample. Though the research team and 
beta testers were careful to structure the survey in a way to clearly, accessibly define human trafficking, 
it is not unreasonable to assume that some potential participants did not identify their own experi
ences within this framework. Another possible limitation was the ordering of the questions. While beta 
testers suggested that the survey begin with a definition of human trafficking, it is possible that 
participants did not see their work or their clients as existing within that definition and then self
selected out of the survey after that initial definition. While the research team was interested in the 
perceptions of service providers who had encountered a range of vulnerable populations, it is possible 
that beginning the survey with the definition of human trafficking may have limited their 
participation. 

Additionally, the limited demographic data we collected regarding our survey participants 
restricts certain kinds of analyses. We are unable to draw any conclusions about the relationship 
between a service provider's age, race, gender, or other identity categories and their under
standing of human trafficking in the Midwest. Though we asked participants to estimate the 
numbers of trafficked persons with whom they had worked throughout the past year and their 
overall career, we did not ask them to assess the number of years they identified as working with 
trafficked persons. While this question may have alienated participants who did not identify as 
trafficking stakeholders first - for example, the law enforcement officers who address a slate of 
criminalized activity in addition to human trafficking or the foster care case managers who care 
for youth with mental health concerns, housing needs, and sexual exploitation - it also restricts 
our ability to control for expertise along this metric. In our other interview-based research, we 
have the opportunity to consider these factors more intentionally. 

With respect to the warning signs, it is critically important to think about how these factors may or 
may not connect to larger tropes ofvictimhood and exploitation (Kempadoo, 2015; Shafer & Looney, 
2018; Srikantiah, 2007). Though we did not ask specific questions about participants' consumption of 
traffickin g -related media, these prototypical images disseminated in TV programs and documentaries 
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are widely accessible and were referenced at other stages in our research project.9 Mass media 
depictions of human trafficking are highly influential and shape policy and practice, reinforcing 
a particularly limited understanding of human trafficking as a singular moment of sexualized violence 
(Schwarz & Grizzell, 2020). As Small (2012) explains, the presumed "truth" and "authenticity" of 
fictional trafficking films can serve as a legitimizing force that promotes specific misunderstandings of 
sex trafficking and appropriate humanitarian responses. Our warning sign indicators, though vetted 
through beta testers and confirmed against academic literature, may still not fully encapsulate the lived 
experiences of trafficked people in the Midwest or the language they use to describe their exploitation 
to service providers. Conversely, survey respondents may be reflecting this dominant, medi a 
supported idea of human trafficking in their responses, and the risk indicators their clients articulate 
may be defined as something other than trafficking, leaving these factors absent from our findings. 

Finally, the factor structure revealed in this study is an approximation of frontline workers' 
cognitive reference map, an analysis of perceptions rather than a comprehensive study of quantifiable 
numbers of trafficked persons. Again, thinking of our first research question, these perceptions may 
mobilize particular stereotypes and fail to meaningfully reflect the lived experiences of some trafficked 
persons. In line with the limitations addressed above, future iterations of the survey need to add more 
or omit specific warning signs. It is critically important to include risk indicators that are linked to 
empirical data, not those that potentially exacerbate the stereotypical depictions of trafficking that lead 
to misidentification of survivors. 

Conclusion 

Though nebulous, prototypes and perceptions of human trafficking powerfully shape the material 
context of anti-trafficking efforts. Based on our survey of Midwestern service providers, if sex 
trafficking is perceived to occur more frequently than labor trafficking - and if certain warning 
signs are more commonly associated with specific forms of exploitation - frontline workers may be 
more primed to identify sex trafficking in their community. The "mundane" exploitation (Chapkis, 
2003) faced by marginalized workers in a variety of labor industries will continue to thrive if it not 
perceived to meet the prototypical expectations of ideal victimhood. We are not asking for labor 
trafficking to face the same sort of prototypical construction as sex trafficking, which would not serve 
the complexity of survivors' experiences in any way. Instead, we must grapple with the vast range of 
harms that undergird the economy in the U.S. While sex trafficking is framed as sensational and 
exceptional, labor trafficking, if discussed further at all, is reduced to a harsh reality oflife under global 
capitalism, especially for migrant populations (Brennan, 2014; Campbell & Zimmerman, 2017; 
Chapkis, 2003; Peksen et al., 2017). 

Eradicating human trafficking requires a multi-sector, collaborative endeavor, and these endeavors 
cannot replicate the harms of stereotyping survivors based on their adherence to specific tropes of 
victimhood or displays of certain warning signs. And yet, as our findings demonstrate, knowledge of 
these warning signs matters. As anti-trafficking advocates and scholars, we must be comfortable 
holding these two mechanisms in tension: increasing opportunities for training and protocol devel
opment while constantly checking our prototypes and assumptions against the reality of trafficked 
persons' lived experiences. If our methods of identification marginalize or stigmatize certain displays 
of trafficking, we are doing a grave disservice to those facing harms and violence on the larger 
continuum of exploitation and trafficking. 

91n addition to this survey, Schwarz conducted a set of semi-structured interviews with 54 participants building off the presented 
data. Those participants widely referenced media, including Law and Order: Special Victims Unit, Human Trafficking (a Lifetime TV 
movie), and Nefarious (an Exodus Cry-produced religions anti-trafficking documentary). 
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