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Abstract 

This thesis looks at how sex trafficking was constructed as a social problem by certain 

groups in the context of the 2010 Winter Olympics held in Vancouver, and examines 

what effects the Games were perceived to have on issues related to sex trafficking. The 

study is conducted as a qualitative, two-phase sequential multi-method project. Using 

participant observation and interview data, I argue that the concerns about sex trafficking 

were raised to problematize the male demand for commercial sex and call for abolition of 

prostitution in Canada through adoption of the Nordic legal model, which criminalizes 

those who purchase sex and decriminalizes those who sell it. While there has been no 

evidence to suggest that sex trafficking was an issue during the Olympics, the raising of 

the related concerns had important consequences. It shifted the understanding of 

prostitution toward that of sex trafficking, while relying on a discourse reflective of 

ideological positions that see women in the sex trade as victims who need to be 

protected.  

   

Keywords:  Sex trafficking discourse; social construction of social problems theory; 
sex work 
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1. Introduction 

Prior to the 2010 Winter Olympics held in Vancouver, sex trafficking started to 

emerge publically and politically as a topic of discussion in relation to the Games. Some 

individuals and organizations raised concerns about the possibility of sex trafficking 

becoming an issue. These concerns rested on the assumption that there was a risk of an 

increase in the demand for prostitution, and that this demand could, at least in part, be 

met by trafficking individuals into the sex trade1

This thesis focuses on the discussions about sex trafficking and the 2010 

Olympics. Two central research questions guide this project. First, the study looks at 

what concerns were raised about sex trafficking in the context of the Games. Second, 

this study examines what effects the 2010 Olympics had on issues related to sex 

trafficking.  

 (The Future Group, 2007). Other 

individuals and organizations questioned these claims, pointing to the lack of evidence 

that would suggest that a relationship between large-scale sporting events and sex 

trafficking exists (Bowen & Shannon Frontline Consulting, 2009). Instead, some argued 

that because of the uncertainty of the impact of hosting such an event, other concerns – 

particularly around the safety of local sex trade workers – should still be recognized and 

addressed (Bowen & Shannon Frontline Consulting, 2009). Overall, however, it was the 

issue of sex trafficking that received the most attention prior to the 2010 Olympics. One 

of the most visible ways in which these concerns were raised was in public forums held 

prior to and during the Games. These events were specifically advertised as a way of 

raising attention about sex trafficking in the context of the 2010 Olympics. 

 
1  Please see Appendix A for definitions of 'trafficking' and 'prostitution' used in this thesis.  
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The discussions about sex trafficking prior to the 2010 Games were not the first 

to occur – other similar conversations have been held elsewhere when large-scale 

sporting events are being planned. Like the discussions in Vancouver, similar concerns 

have previously been raised about the issue of sex trafficking. Likewise, arguments over 

whether claims of alleged increases in sex trafficking can be supported by evidence 

have also been put forth (GAATW, 2011). Central to all these discussions are 

uncertainty and disagreements over sex trafficking – how it is understood and how large 

of a problem it presents. Discussions about sex trafficking and large-scale sporting 

events are tied to conversations about prostitution, with specific attention being paid to 

the demand for sexual services (GAATW, 2011; Hennig, Craggs, Larsson & Laczko, 

2006; The Future Group, 2007). It follows that discussions about sex trafficking and the 

2010 Olympics in Vancouver should also be considered within the context of ongoing 

conversations about prostitution, including those about prostitution law in Canada. 

Historically, debates about prostitution in Canada have focused on what prostitution is 

and how it should be dealt with in law (Lowman, 2011). More recently, calls to 

decriminalize prostitution, and calls to abolish it by adopting the Nordic legal model2

In this thesis I examine how sex trafficking was constructed as a social problem 

in the context of the Olympics. Specifically, I look at the claims that were made about 

sex trafficking, and the claims-making activities that were undertaken to bring this issue 

to public and political attention. In addition to the social construction of social problems 

theory, the discussion in this thesis relies on the concepts of 'ideology' and 'discourse'. 

The emphasis is placed on recognizing processes of how knowledge about a social 

problem is created, and the political positions and aims that underlie interests and 

actions of different stakeholders who are involved. Taking this perspective recognizes 

that there are different ways of understanding a social issue. There are also different 

 

have emerged as the two main positions in these discussions (Lepp, 2010; Lowman, 

2011).  

 
2  The Nordic model of prostitution law was first adopted in Sweden in 1999, and later in 

Norway and Iceland. It criminalizes the buying of sex as well as third party involvement, but 
not the selling of sex (Lowman, 2011).  
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political and other interests invested in these various positions which then compete to be 

recognized as 'true' (Weedon, 1992). A position that is accepted as the 'truth' shapes 

how something is known and understood, eventually informing how a social problem is 

addressed and dealt with. Responses to the social problem can take the form of policies, 

laws, and regulations, which have the power to shape, regulate, govern, and in other 

ways have tangible consequences on people's daily lives.    

The thesis starts by recognizing that there are different ways in which 

experiences of sex trafficking and related situations can be understood and explained. 

The work of scholars and researchers reflects a diverse range of perspectives on this 

issue. In some cases, these different perspectives are compatible and may overlap with 

one another. There have also been disagreements over the issue, particularly with 

regard to the potentially damaging effects of specific ways of understanding and 

addressing sex trafficking.  

Despite the diversity in how sex trafficking is understood, there is one dominant 

approach that is the most visible and the most commonly available account of this issue. 

This approach describes sex trafficking experiences by emphasizing portrayals of 

brutality, illustrated by personal stories of female victims of this violence. The often 

graphic nature of these accounts makes it difficult for their audiences to stay unaffected 

and unmoved (Doezema, 2010). In this way, detailed descriptions of sex trafficking 

cases expressed through this discourse can play a significant role in the decision by 

individuals to get involved in anti-trafficking activist work (Cizmar, Conklin & Hinman, 

2011; see also discussion in Perrin, 2010). By doing so, these individuals also accept 

these accounts as the 'true' representation of sex trafficking. While different perspectives 

on sex trafficking exist, not much focus has been placed on looking at how knowledge 

around this issue gets constructed. In other words, less attention has been paid to the 

processes and reasons for one position becoming accepted as the truth and, in turn, 

informing public opinion, and related responses, laws and policies (Doezema, 2010).   

Drawing on the work by Doezema (2010) and Flyvbjerg (2001), this research 

acknowledges the importance of considering and examining processes through which 

the issue of sex trafficking comes to be understood and dealt with as a social problem. 

This is done by looking at a particular set of discussions that were happening around sex 
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trafficking at a specific place and time – in the context of Vancouver's hosting of the 

2010 Olympic Games. The research pays attention to the ways in which concerns about 

sex trafficking can also become tied to discussions about prostitution. As such, these 

conversations can also have the power to shift how prostitution is understood. The 

research recognizes that discussions about sex trafficking can lead to tangible 

consequences in people's lives, particularly lives of individuals who work in the sex 

trade. As discussions about sex trafficking tend to focus their concern on racialised 

and/or non-Western women, it is these women who are likely to be impacted the most by 

these discussions.  

This study is conducted as a qualitative, two-phase sequential multi-method 

project. The first question, or the first phase of the research, is addressed by relying 

primarily on participant observation data. The second question, or the second phase of 

the research, examines the notion of 'impact' by considering perspectives of individuals 

and organizations that work around issues related to sex trafficking as well as the sex 

trade in the metro Vancouver area. This latter question is addressed enlisting data from 

semi-structured interviews. The data used in this project were collected between 2009 

and 2011. Most of the participant observation data referred to in the subsequent 

chapters were collected prior to the Olympics, while the interviews were conducted 

about a year after the Games in Vancouver took place. Additional data used and 

referred to in this thesis were collected throughout the project. They are mostly used as 

a way of triangulating, or simply better understanding, the complexities around the 

subject of sex trafficking and related discussions and activities.  

This thesis is organized into six chapters. Following this introduction is Chapter 2 

which offers an overview of the literature on sex trafficking. Chapter 3 outlines the 

theoretical orientation and the research methodology used in this project. Chapters 4 

and 5 present the findings of the research: Chapter 4 looks at how sex trafficking was 

constructed as a social problem in the context of the 2010 Olympic Games. Chapter 5 

examines the impact of Vancouver's hosting of the Games on issues related to sex 

trafficking and the sex trade. Finally, Chapter 6 offers a conclusion to the thesis.  
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2. Sex Trafficking in the Literature 

The existing research on sex trafficking challenges the commonly-available 

understanding of this problem. Specifically, it questions the notion that sex trafficking is 

an unambiguous issue, where the victims and the perpetrators are clearly identifiable 

(Doezema, 2010). Differing perspectives come mainly from the fact that not everyone 

agrees on the nature and the magnitude of the problem. Scholars have noted that efforts 

by governments and non-governmental organizations to deal with sex trafficking as an 

issue are complicated by these uncertainties, disagreements and the various ways of 

understanding what is taking place (Aromaa, 2007; Doezema, 2010; Monzini, 2005). 

Recognizing that sex trafficking can be viewed from different perspectives is important 

for how we study and address the issue (Aradau, 2007; Lee, 2011).  

Scholars have noted that research on sex trafficking tends to adopt one of 

several perspectives. These points of view are not necessarily distinct from one another, 

nor are they static – they can overlap, shift in meaning, coexist or they can be 

incompatible with one another (Lee, 2011). As such, it is not surprising to find that 

different scholars identify, understand and describe the various approaches to sex 

trafficking using slightly different categories (e.g. Aradau, 2007; Lee, 2011). In reviewing 

the literature on this subject, this chapter examines sex trafficking in the following ways: 

as a feminist concern that is tied to the issue of prostitution, as a crime, and as an issue 

that needs to be considered within its wider contexts – through processes of migration, 

as well as local and global historical changes. In closing, this chapter examines how 

these different perspectives inform and shape sex trafficking research. 

2.1. Prostitution, feminism and human rights 

Contemporary mainstream concern over sex trafficking, often expressed as a 

human rights issue, has its roots in feminist conversations about prostitution. 
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Discussions about sex trafficking are connected to the expressed concerns about 

women's experiences in the sex trade, particularly around women's safety and 

wellbeing. Internationally, feminist concerns have been focused on the issue of violence, 

especially sexual violence. At the centre of these concerns are the concepts of 'choice' 

and 'consent'. Feminist work has used and applied these two concepts specifically in 

relation to women's bodies, reproductive rights and health, including discussions about 

women's involvement in the sex trade (Doezema, 2010). 

The different feminist perspectives on the sex trade are said to be at the core of 

disagreements over how sex trafficking is understood and how it should be addressed 

(Jeffreys, 1997; Monzini, 2005). Within feminist work there are different opinions on how 

to apply 'choice' and 'consent' in relation to prostitution. The main positions that are often 

cited in discussions about the sex trade – and by extension, sex trafficking – are the 

radical feminist perspective, and the position connected to liberal feminism (see 

discussions in Doezema, 2010; Lowman, 2011). The first position tends to see 

prostitution as inherently harmful and calls for it to be abolished. The second perspective 

calls for prostitution to be seen as a form of work which a woman can, and sometimes 

does, choose. While the latter feminist perspective draws from the work of sex worker 

rights activists across the world, the understandings and interests of these two positions 

are not always the same. The overlap and the differences between the liberal feminist, 

radical feminist and sex worker rights activist positions have shaped international 

definitions and guidelines on trafficking in very significant ways (Doezema, 2010).      

2.1.1. Radical feminism and abolition of prostitution 

The radical feminist perspective views prostitution as inherently harmful. As such, 

this perspective considers it impossible for women to truly choose or consent to being 

involved in prostitution (see discussions in Doezema, 2010; Lowman, 2011). This notion 

is rooted in an understanding of sexuality as the focus of gender inequality – a view 

where sexuality is thought to be a realm of male power over women, and as such is 

understood to be oppressive to women (MacKinnon, 1983; Barry, 1995). Assuming that 

men and women occupy places of unequal power within the sexual sphere, this point of 

view problematizes sexual relations between men and women (MacKinnon, 1983). From 

this perspective prostitution is understood to be the ultimate way of exercising male 



 

7 

power over women. It is viewed as a complete reduction of women to a sexualized body 

for the purpose of fulfilling male sexual demands (Barry, 1984, 1995). Those who take 

this perspective challenge what they see as the normalization of prostitution and instead 

believe it is necessary for prostitution to be abolished3

Scholars coming from the radical feminist point of view see sex trafficking as the 

expansion of the sex trade to global markets – a process through which global 

inequalities are incorporated into the sex industry (Jeffreys, 2009). A number of different 

factors are said to contribute to the trafficking of women from non-Western countries. 

These include changes to and weakening of local economies affected by globalization, 

as well as poverty, warfare, and increased military presence in those countries (Barry, 

1984; Jeffreys, 1997, 2009). While work coming from the radical feminist perspective 

acknowledges larger political, economic, and social factors that may contribute to a 

woman's involvement in the sex trade, it prioritizes gender over all other inequalities

.   

4

The above perspective taken on sex trafficking tends to emphasize women's 

vulnerability and their experiences of violence in the sex trade (see discussion in 

Aradau, 2004; Agustín, 2007b). It especially highlights experiences of non-Western 

and/or racialized women. These women are said to be particularly, although not solely, 

targeted for and vulnerable to being trafficked for sexual purposes (Aghatise, 2004; 

Ekberg, 2004; Jeffreys, 1997; O'Connor & Healy, 2006; Raymond & Hughes, 2001). 

They are also often assumed to have experienced past traumatic events, including 

childhood or domestic abuse, incest, and sexual assault, in addition to the violence they 

 

(Jeffreys, 1997). Those who take this perspective place the emphasis on the importance 

of decreasing male demand for commercial sex and on abolition of prostitution (Jeffreys, 

1997, 2009; Leidholdt, 2004).     

 
3  Not all who see prostitution as inherently harmful share the same understanding of sex 

trafficking or of violence experienced in the sex trade, or take the radical feminist perspective. 
For example, see work by Julia O'Connell Davidson (1998, 2006). 

4  Some individuals who take the radical feminist perspective on prostitution, such as Sheila 
Jeffreys, acknowledge men's involvement in the sex trade as sex sellers. Jeffreys argues that 
because of gender differences, experiences of men and women in prostitution are inherently 
different even if they may share some similarities (Jeffreys, 1997).  
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experience as victims of trafficking (Leidholdt, 2004). As such, these women are seen as 

victims who are subjected to traumatic situations multiple times – by earlier experiences 

of abuse as well as by being trafficked (Aradau, 2004).  

In accounts of sex trafficking which take the radical feminist perspective, women 

are understood to be victims of violence and exploitation, while men are assumed to 

profit either through controlling sex trafficking processes and networks, or through sexual 

gratification as clients who purchase sex5 (Leidholdt, 2004). Male sex buyers are thought 

to be responsible for violence against women because their continued demand for 

commercial sex is believed to be driving the need for prostitution and trafficking of 

women (Jeffreys, 2009).6

2.1.2. Sex worker rights activism and liberal 'sex worker rights' 
feminism 

 They are also seen as being responsible for violence towards 

women more directly: as perpetrators (see discussion in Weitzer, 2007), through their 

indifference over violence that women experience as trafficked victims, or by buying into 

ethnic and cultural stereotypes where women providing sexual services are seen as 

subservient to men in general, and Western men in particular (Jeffreys, 1997).   

Scholars who take the sex worker rights-inspired liberal feminist perspective take 

a different approach from that of radical feminism when it comes to applying the 

concepts of 'choice' and 'consent' to understanding the sex trade. The sex worker rights-

inspired perspective calls for the need to distinguish between situations of migration for 

sex work and sex trafficking. It differentiates between women choosing (i.e. consenting) 
 
5  Some work also identifies women as being involved in sex trafficking as perpetrators of 

violence and exploitation. In some of these cases women are said to act as men’s assistants 
(Leidholdt, 2004). They can also play a central role in ethnically-specific sex trafficking 
systems, such as reportedly do Nigerian madams in Italy (Aghatise, 2004; see also Monzini, 
2005). However, the power differences that seem to exist among women in these examples 
are largely left unaddressed and unexplained.  

6  While in some discussions that reflect this perspective there is reference to both 'prostitution' 
and 'sex trafficking', or 'prostituted women' and 'trafficked women' (see e.g. Jeffreys, 2009), it 
is not always clear whether, and if so how, these terms are distinguished one from another. 
Others who come from a radical feminist perspective explicitly state that prostitution and 
trafficking are not distinguishable one from another (e.g. Ekberg, 2004)  
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to work in the sex trade, and cases where consent is not given because of the presence 

of coercion, deception, or force (Doezema, 2010). Where sex work is chosen or 

consented to concerns over violence, safety and wellbeing of individuals who sell sex 

tend to be expressed as concerns over conditions of labour. Rights of individuals who 

sell sex are recognized as sex worker rights. Those who take this perspective argue for 

the need to assume a position that deals with and reduces the harms associated with 

working in the sex trade. This includes addressing the stigma that society attaches to 

women who sell sex (Monzini, 2005; O'Neill, 2003). Some scholars who take this 

perspective challenge the mainstream understanding of sex trafficking by pointing out 

that research has shown "that it is sex workers rather than 'coerced innocents' that form 

the majority of this 'traffic'" (Doezema, 2010, p. 8).  

This point of view has shown that sex sellers deal with issues and situations that 

are more complex than what is portrayed in commonly available narratives of sex 

trafficking. For example, taking a sex worker rights perspective, Leyla Gulcur and Pinar 

Ilkkaracan (2002) suggest that the 'whore stigma,' imposed by the general society on 

women who sell sex,7

 
7  'Whore stigma' refers to the threat and impact of labels such as 'prostitution', 'prostitute' and 

'whore' on a woman's reputation. Gail Pheterson argues that 'whore stigma' serves to restrict 
female behaviour and freedoms by punishing or threatening to punish behaviour seen as 
inappropriate to women but otherwise available to men, like risk-taking, and control over 
one's sexuality, mobility and economic decision-making (Pheterson, 1996).    

 combined with ethnic and sexist stereotypes, contributes to 

violence that is experienced by migrant women from the former Soviet Union living in 

Turkey. Gulcur and Ilkkaracan argue that through the 'Natasha discourse' present in 

media and public discussions, women from the former Soviet Union living in Turkey have 

become labelled as 'Natashas' – women assumed to be sexually available. Foreign 

women in Turkey have been assumed to be responsible for an increase in sexually 

transmitted infections and HIV/AIDS, and have been the object of several community-

level initiatives aimed at banning migrant women from their cities. Respondents in 

Gulcur and Ilkkaracan's research speak both of an increased financial and personal 

freedom that sex work makes available to them, as well as the harm and stress that can 

come from clients in the form of physical violence, and refusal to wear condoms or pay 
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for received sexual services. Women's well-being is further compromised by violence or 

threats of violence from the police, local communities and businesses, as well as by 

challenges presented by the illegality of undocumented sex workers in Turkey. The latter 

restricts their rights and affects basic needs, like the ability to open a bank account or 

find adequate housing (Gulcur & Ilkkaracan, 2002). 

The liberal feminist position on prostitution as 'sex work' is not necessarily the 

same as the position that incorporates experiences, understandings, and interests 

reflected in the work of sex worker rights activists. Doezema (2010) explores some of 

these differences in her discussion of the negotiations around the United Nations 

protocol on trafficking, which will be examined in more detail below.  

While discussions about prostitution often revolve around 'choice' and 'consent', 

some scholars have cautioned against relying on them to separate voluntary from forced 

prostitution. On the one hand, 'choice' and 'consent' have been used as important 

concepts around which to argue for the rights of sex workers to be recognized 

(Doezema, 2010). At the same time, a number of concerns have been raised about this 

approach. One concern is that the idea of 'consent' may be invoked to distinguish 

between women worthy of protection from those who are not (Doezema, 2010). 

Recognizing that a woman has consented to selling sex may be used by the state as a 

reason to absolve itself from the responsibility of offering or guaranteeing protection, 

such as in cases where working conditions are exploitative, dangerous or otherwise poor 

(O’Connell Davidson, 2006). Others have pointed out that there are always various 

social constraints on one's free choice. These constraints also raise the question about 

how best to determine whether one's choice is truly 'free'. Discussions organized around 

'choice' tend to prioritize choices of Western women who live in societies established 

and maintained at the expense of other nations – including the women who inhabit them. 

Lastly, speaking of a women's 'choice' to engage in sex work becomes irrelevant in 

cases where sex work in understood to be inherently harmful, as it is by those who call 

for its abolition (Doezema, 2010). 

Implicit in the meaning of 'consent' are gender stereotypes that show men's 

sexuality as active, while women's sexuality – understood as passive – requires them to 

consent to sex. Under liberal feminism, sexuality is still imagined as a realm of violence 
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against women. Relying on the concept of 'consent' asks that potential cases of 

trafficking be assessed based on whether a woman has consented to sex (Doezema, 

2010). This position ignores other violations a woman might experience despite having 

agreed to sex. As O'Connell Davidson argues, it is difficult to assess what these 

violations are without having a baseline understanding – one that goes beyond 'choice' 

or 'consent' – of what working arrangements and conditions are acceptable (O'Connell 

Davidson, 2006). Understandings about sex trafficking that focus on 'consent', along with 

their implicit gender assumptions of women as victims, omit or treat as less significant 

violations experienced by men. They could also be used to exclude transgender and 

transsexual individuals, and those of other gender identities (Doezema, 2010).  

Several collections of research and writing, such as those by Kempadoo and 

Doezema (1998) and Kempadoo (1999, 2005), focus on sex worker rights initiatives, 

including political activism and social justice movements taking place internationally 

(Kempadoo, 1998). This work compares and contrasts various experiences of sex 

sellers, emphasizing the importance of understanding these experiences within their 

social, cultural and historical contexts, and in relation to global political economy and 

governance (Kempadoo, 1999, 2005). At the same time, this work also challenges the 

privileging of Western experiences within discussions of sexuality, gender, and 

prostitution/sex work, as well as assumptions that these experiences are universally 

applicable to all women (Kempadoo, 1998). Some of this work will be further examined 

later in this chapter.    

2.1.3. Feminism and human rights 

Rather than seeing radical feminist and sex worker rights perspectives in 

opposition to one another, Doezema (2010) reminds us that much of the influential work 

around sex worker rights was developed using feminist terms and in conversation with 

anti-prostitution feminists. This 'conversation' between the two positions is also reflected 

in the mainstream understanding of sex trafficking, as well as in national and 

international discussions, politics and policy development around this issue.  

Some scholars have noted that sex trafficking became visible as a contemporary 

international issue because of the global concern over AIDS, as well as an increase in 
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the strength of the feminist movement which drew attention to the exploitation of women 

(Wijers and Lap-Chew, 1997). More recently, feminist concerns over sex trafficking have 

been expressed using the language of 'human rights'. Doezema notes that "in the 

international policy arena, human rights remains the most prevalent discourse for 

articulating struggles around oppression and freedom" (Doezema, 2010, p. 20). In other 

words, framing feminist issues in terms of 'human rights' is the most effective way of 

ensuring that these concerns will be noticed and addressed at the level of international 

politics.  

Kathleen Barry, the founder of the Coalition Against Trafficking in Women 

(CATW) (Doezema, 2010), points to the political and strategic reasons for taking 

prostitution, and by extension sex trafficking, to the global level of discussion. She takes 

a 'feminist international' approach and points to shared experiences among women 

worldwide. Understanding female subordination, or 'female class condition', from a 

radical feminist perspective – as an issue of sex power – she sees prostitution as the 

worst and the most explicit type of sexual exploitation of women by men (Barry, 1995). 

Understood as such, a focus on addressing or abolishing prostitution becomes centrally 

important to the struggle against patriarchy. Using the concept of 'human rights', Barry 

calls for sexual exploitation to be treated as a crime against humanity to be confronted 

globally (Barry, 1995; Jeffreys, 1997). Under this view, criminal acts which take place in 

situations of sex trafficking are understood to be primarily committed by exploiters of 

women in prostitution, which includes individual male sex buyers as well as traffickers. In 

its focus on the punishment of trafficking, this position tends to emphasize the need for 

state involvement and reliance on law enforcement to address this issue (Doezema, 

2010). 
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Along with CATW, the Human Rights Caucus (HRC) was one of the major lobby 

groups involved in negotiations of the United Nations Trafficking Protocol,8

The ways in which prostitution is understood are very important to discussions 

about sex trafficking (Doezema, 2010). The two main positions on the sex trade, as 

discussed above, have informed the development and wording of the Palermo Protocol. 

This document continues to guide national and international understandings and actions 

around sex trafficking. Different ways of understanding prostitution continue to shape 

and complicate other related discussions, knowledge and initiatives. They also shape 

the most common or mainstream perspective, which understands sex trafficking as a 

crime.  

 also known 

as the Palermo Protocol. HRC was made up of international non-governmental 

organizations such as Global Alliance Against Trafficking in Women (GAATW), which 

sees prostitution as work and defines trafficking by the use of force during migration or in 

labour practices (Doezema, 2010). HRC distinguished between voluntary and forced 

prostitution, and called for protection of human rights of trafficking victims to be central to 

the prosecution of trafficking. However, the call for the protection of human rights from 

the HRC perspective was based on the argument that violence against sex workers 

occurs primarily at the hands of the state, including the police (Doezema, 2010). 

 
8  The Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and 

Children, Supplementing the United Nations Convention Against Transnational Organized 
Crime was signed in 2000 in Palermo, Italy by over eighty countries (Doezema, 2010). It 
defines trafficking as "the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of 
persons, by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, abduction, of 
fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or 
receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control over 
another person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, the 
exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or 
services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs" (United 
Nations, 2004, p. 42). 
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2.2. Crime and state security 

A commonly accepted view of sex trafficking portrays it as a growing issue rooted 

in international and organized crime (Bales & Soodalter, 2009; Lee, 2011). In many 

accounts, sex trafficking is presented as a serious and a clear-cut problem where 

perpetrators are assumed to be criminals looking to profit from the sexual exploitation of 

women and children (Bales & Soodalter, 2009).  

At the centre of this approach to sex trafficking are concerns about sex trafficking 

victims and the violation of their human rights (Stewart & Gajic-Veljanoski, 2005). This 

approach connects sex trafficking with other aspects of global criminal activity, such as 

the trafficking of drugs and weapons (Bales & Soodalter, 2009). Discussions about sex 

trafficking as a criminal issue also link this problem to concerns over illegal migration and 

security of state borders (Derks, 2000; Aradau, 2004; Lee, 2011). Concerns around sex 

trafficking and crime can be looked at under several different categories. For example, 

Maggy Lee has noted that human trafficking has been problematized as a form of 

modern-day slavery, as a consequence of globalization, as an aspect of transnational 

organized crime, as well as of illegal immigration (Lee, 2011).  

Scholars have noted that when trafficking is defined as a violation of human 

rights it calls on the state – responsible for protection of these rights in its territory and on 

behalf of its citizens – to become accountable and responsible for fighting trafficking 

(Derks, 2000). States have been asked to consider possible threats that potential and 

actual cases of trafficking pose to their security (Aradau, 2004). Approaching sex 

trafficking as a criminal issue brings together two distinct points of focus: a humanitarian 

concern with protecting the human rights of trafficking victims, along with initiatives that 

aim to ensure state security (Derks, 2000; Aradau, 2004).  

2.2.1. Crime and human rights 

How sex trafficking is commonly understood and addressed in Canada and 

internationally is informed by stated concerns over human rights violations, crime and 

state security. This is reflected in agreements, policies, as well as legal and non-legal 

strategies for dealing with this issue. Criminalization, law enforcement strategies, and 
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initiatives aimed at immigration control are some of the more common strategies 

adopted when sex trafficking is seen as a crime problem (Lee, 2011).  

The Palermo Protocol reflects this view of sex trafficking as a problem of 

international crime. The Protocol places primary focus on preventing and combating 

trafficking, on protecting victims and their human rights, and on using internationally 

coordinated solutions that prioritize law enforcement strategies. The Palermo Protocol 

specifically addresses concerns around state security and border control by requiring 

signatory states to change their national laws to be able to meet the objectives of the 

Protocol (United Nations, 2004). 

As a signatory, Canada has addressed human trafficking in its Criminal Code9 

and in the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act (IRPA)10

Scholars writing about sex trafficking as a crime recognize that structural issues 

can play a role in this problem. For example, they may note that local, national and 

. Canada's approach to 

human trafficking is consistent with the priorities set out by the United Nations. 

Specifically, Canada focuses on prevention and prosecution of trafficking, protection of 

victims, and reliance on national and international partnerships in addressing this issue 

(Public Safety Canada, 2012). Individuals found guilty of trafficking can be subjected to 

fines, imprisonment, surveillance, collection of DNA samples, and entered into the 

national sex offender registry (Barnett, 2006). Trafficking victims may be eligible for state 

protection including temporary resident permits, work permits and health-care (Public 

Safety Canada, 2012). 

 
9  The Criminal Code prohibits trafficking in persons (Criminal Code, 2005a), particularly 

trafficking of persons under 18 years of age (Criminal Code, 2010a), and gaining material 
benefit and withholding or destroying documents in cases of trafficking  (Criminal Code, 
2005a; Criminal Code, 2010b). The law places a focus on exploitation, and does not 
recognize consent of the victim to be a suitable defense. Unlike the Immigration and Refugee 
Protection Act, this law does not require that a person be moved across Canadian state 
borders for a trafficking charge to be possible. Charges can also be applied to cases of 
domestic trafficking (Barnett, 2006). 

10  The IRPA prohibits trafficking of a person into Canada by using abduction, fraud, deception, 
force or threat of force (Minister of Justice Canada, 2001).  
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global changes – be they social, political or economic – contribute to the existence and 

continuing increase in sex trafficking (Monzini, 2005; Musacchio, 2004; Savona & 

Stefanizzi, 2007; Vocks & Nijboer, 2000). However, their analyses tend to focus on the 

criminal aspects of trafficking: the victim, the perpetrator, and the crime.  

Some scholars focus on female victimhood when providing examples of specific 

sex trafficking cases. Detailed descriptions of violence experienced by women are 

commonly found in these narratives. Popular portrayals of sex trafficking describe cases 

where victims are deceived, taken against their will, and unknowingly moved into 

situations of sexual exploitation, as well as of physical and psychological violence 

(Doezema, 2010). In some accounts, female victims are shown to be stripped of their 

rights. These accounts portray victims as replaceable physical bodies that are 

repeatedly and brutally violated. Some accounts also show women being robbed of their 

rights as citizens – by having their passports and other identifying documents 

confiscated by their victimizers (Malarek, 2003; Musacchio, 2004). These accounts 

emphasize the seriousness and the severity of the crime, which can easily evoke the 

reader's outrage (for example, see Bales & Soodalter, 2009; Malarek, 2003; Monzini, 

2005; Perrin, 2010).  

While not all definitions of trafficking require the crossing of an international 

border, prevalent accounts often show the victim as a non-Western young woman who 

ends up in a foreign country in a situation of sexual slavery (Bruckert & Parent, 2002). In 

most, although not all, cases, traffickers are understood to be from the same ethnic 

community or the same country as their victims (Monzini, 2005). They can even have an 

existing relationship with the victim as acquaintances, friends or relatives (Malarek, 

2003; Vocks & Nijboer, 2000).  

Approaching sex trafficking as a criminal problem borrows from and remains 

compatible with the radical feminist perspective. Both positions prioritize victimization of 

women – especially those who are non-Western and/or racialized – as well as male 

culpability, and call for a law enforcement approach focused on victim protection and the 

punishment of individual perpetrators. Scholars have recognized that a shared focus on 

sex trafficking can serve as the basis for unlikely alliances, such as those that 

sometimes emerge between some feminists, conservative governments, and Christian 
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groups (Sayeed, 2006; Weitzer, 2007; Bernstein, 2010). Concerns over the long-term 

impact of these alliances have been raised, particularly because these groups otherwise 

hold vastly different opinions on other social issues (Sayeed, 2006).  

Those who critique the understanding of sex trafficking as an issue linked to 

international organized crime, caution that taking this perspective can lead to feminists 

asking to be protected by the same – patriarchal – power which they struggle against in 

the first place (Doezema, 2001). This may be especially problematic when it comes to 

prostitution, given the lack of confidence by sex workers in state protection (O’Connell 

Davidson, 2006), the violence they experience by the police, and the detrimental impact 

of restrictive policies that are often implemented by states in response to the problem 

(Doezema, 2010).   

The current approach to addressing sex trafficking, as set out in the Palermo 

Protocol, makes implementation of law enforcement and state security strategies 

mandatory, while leaving the protection of victims up to the discretion of individual states 

(Doezema, 2010). Prioritizing law enforcement strategies has raised concerns about 

their impact on the human rights of trafficking victims (Dottridge, 2007; Lee, 2011). 

Enforcement strategies have also had limited success in their attempt to fight trafficking 

(Lee, 2011). Further, recognizing the human rights of sex workers – rather than victims – 

presents a challenge if prostitution is not first recognized as sex work. Paola Monzini 

notes that, to a large extent, research which adopts the criminalization perspective 

places a focus on trafficking, traffickers and trafficking victims, while altogether failing to 

engage with the question of 'prostitution as work'. By doing so, this approach remains 

silent on issues such as processes of exploitation experienced by women in places 

where sex is being sold. The resulting lack of understanding in turn makes it difficult to 

examine the relationship between prostitution and trafficking in a way that would allow 

the discussion to avoid conflating the two terms (Monzini, 2005). 

Scholars critiquing the law enforcement approach to sex trafficking have 

examined the impact this can have on prostitution, particularly on the experiences of 

migrant women working in the sex trade. They have also taken a closer look at how an 

emphasis on criminalization and law enforcement is related to issues of border control 

and state security.  
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2.2.2. State security and border control  

When the issue of sex trafficking is tied to concerns over illegal migration, it calls 

on the state to implement stricter measures for controlling its borders. Legal restrictions 

and a focus on the need to increase law enforcement efforts can be implemented based 

on the concerns around preventing sex trafficking, protecting victims and punishing 

traffickers.  

Work by some scholars highlights the connection between the concern about sex 

trafficking and increased border control. These scholars have noted that initiatives 

implemented to fight trafficking have been used as a way to restrict and regulate 

migration, particularly of women (Doezema, 2010; Kapur, 2005; Nieuwenhuys & Pécoud, 

2007; Sharma, 2003). When sex trafficking is identified as a crime against the state, 

undocumented migration is targeted as a threat to state borders and state security. 

Scholars have pointed out that rather than asking for protection from traffickers, many 

undocumented migrant women – including some who could be identified as having been 

'trafficked', and those involved in the sex industry – identify border control and other 

restrictions related to the crossing of borders as the most problematic (Andrijasevic, 

2003; Sharma, 2005). When they are unable to enter countries through regular 

channels, these migrants may turn to various individuals and agents to help them 

organize all the necessary aspects of their travels. Greater legal restrictions 

implemented by state bodies, and increased border control initiatives undertaken in the 

name of 'protection' of trafficking victims, can instead make these journeys more 

expensive and dangerous (Sharma, 2005). 

Various scholars have also critically examined the potentially harmful impacts of 

initiatives to prevent and address trafficking (Agustín, 2005; Andrijasevic, 2007; 

Andrijasevic & Anderson, 2009; Bernstein, 2010; Doezema, 2001; Kapur, 2005; 

Nieuwenhuys & Pécoud, 2007; Sayeed, 2006; Sharma, 2003, 2005; Weitzer, 2007). For 

example, some have problematized the emphasis on violence in the representations of 

female victims in awareness-raising anti-trafficking campaigns, as well as the gender, 

ethnic and racial stereotypes they perpetuate (Andrijasevic, 2007; Andrijasevic & 

Anderson, 2009; Nieuwenhuys & Pécoud, 2007; Sayeed, 2006; Sharma, 2005). These 

representations portray women as wounded female bodies, or passive, beautiful victims 
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of violence (Andrijasevic, 2007). At the same time, they rely on images of traffickers 

which perpetuate the assumptions of criminality being somehow inherent to the societies 

and cultures from which they come (Andrijasevic, 2007; Sayeed, 2006; Sharma, 2005). 

Others have noted that anti-trafficking campaigns have been used to dissuade 

emigration and can themselves serve as strategies of state migration control (Agustín, 

2005; Kapur, 2005; Nieuwenhuys & Pécoud, 2007). It has been noted that incorporating 

this perspective into state policies has resulted in more stringent approaches to dealing 

with not only trafficking, but also prostitution (Weitzer, 2007). In addition, it has led to an 

increasing reliance on criminalization and 'militarized humanitarianism'11

Assuming that there is a singular experience of harm among migrant women 

involved in the sex trade ignores other issues that these women face (Andrijasevic, 

2007; O'Connell Davidson, 2006). By focusing on images of violence assumed to be 

prevalent in non-Western cultures, this understanding shows these communities as 

being somehow culturally backwards in comparison to their Western counterparts 

(Doezema, 2001). Specifically, it sees women coming from these cultures as needing to 

be saved from the men of their own communities (Sayeed, 2006; Smith, 2008). By 

emphasizing the inherent violence and injury in prostitution, and focusing anti-trafficking 

campaigns on 'suffering bodies' of non-Western and/or racialized women, this can serve 

as the necessary justification for Western feminist interventionist practices (Doezema, 

2001). 

 as anti-

trafficking strategies (Bernstein, 2010).   

Research by scholars who acknowledge the possibility of choice in a person's 

involvement in the sex trade shows how complexities are not always apparent in 

mainstream approaches to sex trafficking. For example, some research shows that more 

often than not, migrant women know that they will be working in the sex industry, but 

may not know under what conditions (Doezema, 2010; Kempadoo, 1999; Weitzer, 2007; 

Wijers & Lap-Chew, 1997). In some cases women who turn to traffickers for help to 
 
11  Bernstein uses 'militarized humanitarianism' to refer to military interventions by the state, as 

well as the criminal justice-focused anti-trafficking activism (Bernstein, 2010).   
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enter destination countries are able to negotiate the terms and the methods of travel 

(Andrijasevic, 2003). Other research notes that migrant women may engage in sex work 

as a strategy, not only to meet their basic needs but also to improve their social positions 

(Brennan, 2002; 2004). Migrant women can, and do, also engage in the sex trade on a 

short-term basis rather than indefinitely (Scambler, 2007). Finally, as pointed out above, 

gender analysis of the sex trade has to recognize that male, transgender, transsexual, 

transvestite, intersex and individuals who use other sex and gender identities also work 

in the sex trade. As well, individuals of any sex or gender may sexually identify 

differently in their private lives than they do when selling sex (Agustín, 2007b). While 

these examples do not deny that women in the sex trade experience situations of 

exploitation and violence, they do caution against assuming that these issues 

characterize everyone's experiences in the sex trade. 

Some scholars problematize the conflation of prostitution, or migrant sex work, 

with sex trafficking, and call for the need to recognize that individuals working in the sex 

industry have a right to migrate (Doezema, 2010). They have raised concern that a 

singular emphasis on violence prevalent in sex trafficking narratives – whether coming 

from a focus on crime or from the perspective of radical feminism – can lead to a 'moral 

crusade' aimed at this issue (Sayeed, 2006; Weitzer, 2007). Through these narratives 

the most extreme cases of exploitation and violence that migrant women who work in the 

sex trade experience come to define all aspects of the industry. The understanding of 

sex trafficking and the sex trade that emerges through these stories could, as a result, 

come to inform laws and policies on sex trafficking. Once established in law, this would 

have serious implications for a wider population of individuals in the sex trade (Weitzer, 

2007; Pisani, 2009). Assumptions made about 'migrant sex workers' as individuals who 

need to be saved from the life of prostitution can be used to help justify police raids on 

places that employ them. This can criminalize women working in the sex trade as well as 

undermine their ability to earn money (Brock, Sutdhibhasilip, Gillies & Oliver, 2000). An 

approach to dealing with sex trafficking that prioritizes increased legal control and law 

enforcement initiatives under the name of protection can lead to policies and laws which 

may increase legal restrictions and force migrant sex sellers further underground 

(Sutdhibhasilp, 2002). Recognizing that discussions around trafficking can lead to 

greater control of the state over the sex industry, some sex worker rights activists have, 
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for this reason, been reluctant to give support to anti-trafficking campaigns (Doezema, 

2010).  

2.3. Migration, histories and other contexts – looking 
beyond the 'prostitution dichotomy' 

Sex trafficking has also been examined within a larger context. For example, sex 

trafficking has been researched as a 'problem of migration' (Aradau, 2007; Lee, 2011). 

Others have called for sex trafficking to also be examined specifically within the field of 

migration studies. Some argue that understanding sex trafficking, as well as the sex 

trade cannot be achieved independently of specific historical, political and socio-

economic situations in which they take place. Taking this kind of an approach tends to 

challenge the ability to explain sex trafficking and the sex trade in a single way.  

While some work on the sex trade does acknowledge migration processes, 

stories of people who sell sex have, until very recently, largely been absent from the field 

of migration studies (Agustín, 2007b; Morokvasic, 2010). Agustín observes that within 

discussions of migrants who sell sex she "did not find these migrants treated as having a 

range of interests, occupations and desires - as being people who read newspapers, 

cook, go to church, films and parties or who count themselves as activists in any political 

or social cause" (Agustín, 2007b, p. 6).  Agustín argues that using the concept of 

'trafficking' is an inadequate way to think about the range of experiences of migrants 

involved in the sex trade (Agustín, 2007b). In addition, in restricting these discussions 

specifically to the field of prostitution or sex work, one perpetuates the idea that 

experiences of individuals who sell sex are somehow inherently different from the lives 

of other people, and specifically from the lives of other migrants (Agustín, 2007b). 

Ignoring migrants' involvement in the sex trade also seems to suggest that the field of 

migration studies has nothing significant to gain from considering the lived experiences 

of these individuals.  

Research examining the sex trade as an aspect of migration has recognized that 

people can be constrained by existing socio-structural inequalities, and that they develop 

different ways of exercising agency in response. In some cases, rather than challenging 
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the existing gender structures, women may rely on their knowledge of how these 

function, and utilize them as opportunities for migration, or employment, or as ways of 

staying in destination countries (Morokvasic, 2007). For example, marriages between 

women from Eastern Europe and French men have given the women an opportunity to 

stay in France. Similarly, in the case of migrant women from the Philippines who come to 

Japan on short-term entertainment visas, marrying Japanese men presents an 

alternative to having to leave the country or overstaying one's visa (Morokvasic, 2007). 

The entertainment industry – some of which may include sexual labour – can also play a 

number of important roles in helping Filipina women in Japan navigate social structures 

and relationships that both benefit and constrain them (Faier, 2008, 2009). The hostess 

bars in which some Filipina women work can provide a source of income which can help 

ensure economic independence, as well as serve as a way of supporting women's 

families in the Philippines (Faier, 2008). The bars can also function as 'sites of 

encounter' between Filipina women and Japanese men, helping to facilitate romantic 

relationships which may eventually result in marriage (Faier, 2009). For women who 

experience marital problems and 'run away' from their husbands, these spaces can 

potentially provide freedom and independence lacking in their domestic lives. The bars 

can also serve as communities which connect Filipina women to one another (Faier, 

2008).   

For many women across the world, prostitution goes beyond "just sexual 

freedom or oppression but [also] concerns deeply-rooted dimensions of social inequality 

exacerbated by social change" (Truong, 1990, p. 55). Some scholars have emphasized 

the importance of considering the context – both larger socio-historical, and local, 

physical sites – within which selling and buying of sex takes place (Truong, 1990). Their 

work can also ask that both structural constraints as well as women's agency be 

considered when looking at their involvement in prostitution (see O’Connell Davidson, 

1998). Scholars who take this approach to the topic of sex trafficking tend to challenge 

the dichotomy that sees prostitution either as inherently harmful or freely chosen as 'sex 

work'. Instead, they recognize that people's lives are a lot more complicated (Agustín, 

2007b).  

Research reveals that some migrants' experiences and working conditions in the 

sex trade are undoubtedly exploitative, while for others the sex trade may offer the best 
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of available working options. This is illustrated, for example, by Julia O'Connell 

Davidson's research with migrant domestic and sex workers in the United Kingdom and 

Spain (O'Connell Davidson, 2006). A similar point also comes from the research on 

Slavic women working in the sex trade in Canada (McDonald, Moore & Timoshkina, 

2000). To claim that all women's experiences are equally exploitative, or that they are 

always based on free choices made by individual women also ignores the ways in which 

these experiences vary among different women. For example, women's experiences in 

the sex trade can be affected by the location where they sell sex, the amount of money 

they can charge for their services, and the demand they attract from men who buy sex 

based on how they present themselves (Agustín, 2007a; 2007b). Recognizing these 

different situations and contexts, and applying this understanding to discussions about 

sex trafficking and migrant sex work can move the focus away from the concepts of 

'choice' and 'consent'. For example, it can instead point to a need to more closely 

examine relationships between people who cross borders and those who facilitate, 

benefit from, or exploit these situations (O’Connell Davidson, 2006; see also Agustín, 

2007b; Andrijasevic, 2003; Kempadoo, 1999; Sutdhibhasilp, 2002). 

Kamala Kempadoo notes that individuals who take the radical feminist or anti-

trafficking position, as well as some sex worker rights activists, base their concern for 

non-Western and/or racialized women on neo-colonialist assumptions of western 

superiority, while failing to recognize "Third World sex workers' rights to self-

determination" (Kempadoo, 1998, p. 12). She calls for "feminist theory to engage with 

racialized sexual subjectivities in tandem with the historical weight of imperialism, 

colonialism and racist constructions of power" (Kempadoo, 1998, p. 14). She believes 

the reluctance of feminists to adopt this approach is being based on colonial histories 

that have shaped assumptions about sexualities of non-Western and/or racialized 

women. She points to a common perspective that sees these women primarily as 

victims, and understands their lives in terms of dichotomies or simple hierarchies of 

power rather than pluralities. In order to move away from this point of view, there needs 

to be recognition and exploration of non-Western and/or racialized women's sexual 

agency, including that in prostitution (Kempadoo, 1998). 

Some work on sex trafficking and prostitution makes links to histories of power 

dynamics that result from and are based on complex and geographically-specific sexual 
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relations between colonizers and colonized women (see for example, Brennan, 2004; 

Kempadoo, 1999, 2005; Kempadoo & Doezema, 1998; Truong, 1990). This includes 

concerns with regulation of sexual relations and sexualities that were present as part of 

colonial projects (Truong, 1990; Agustín, 2007b). Non-European and/or racialized 

women played a central role in providing sexual and domestic services to satisfy the 

needs of individual men as well as the economic and political needs of colonial powers. 

At the same time, formal recognition of mixed-race relationships and of the children they 

yielded was denied in order to maintain racial superiority of the white European rule 

(Truong, 1990; Agustín, 2007b). It is also in this context that European middle class 

women first raised the concern over sexual behaviours of non-European and/or 

racialized women, as well as over European women who sold sex in the colonies. 

Related discussions initially framed prostitution in terms of  moral panics over the 'white 

slave traffic' of women, as well as over promiscuity and emotional indifference in sexual 

relationships. In these discussions moral reformers called for the protection of women, 

without acknowledging the complexities of power relations present within prostitution. 

These include the role that states and the commercial sex clients played in these sexual 

relationships (Truong, 1990). Worries over 'white slavery' as a matter of crime and 

deviance were subsequently incorporated into many national legal structures 

(Outshoorn, 2005). Although concerns over 'white slavery' are said to have likely been 

exaggerated (Barry, 1995; Doezema, 2010) or unfounded (Jeffreys, 1997; Weitzer, 

2007), they continue to shape discussions related to prostitution and sex trafficking (see, 

for example, discussions in Barry, 1995; Doezema, 2010).   

While some scholars emphasize the ways in which colonial histories continue to 

determine contemporary sex buyers' fantasies of the sexualized 'other', others caution 

that taking too simplistic a view of these ethnic and racial relations can obscure the 

complexities of colonial relationships as well as the role of the 'exotic' in contemporary 

commercial sexual relations (Agustín, 2007b). The organization and control of sex and 

sexuality – including social aspects of sexual labour –  need to be understood within 

their appropriate historical, political and economic contexts, rather than assuming them 

to have a single, universal meaning and form (Truong, 1990; Kempadoo, 1998).  

The focus of this chapter so far has been to outline the main perspectives taken 

on the issue of sex trafficking. The purpose of this discussion has been to show that 
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there are different ways of understanding sex trafficking. Each of these approaches is 

informed by different, underlying ideological positions, and in turn informs opinions of 

what should be done about sex trafficking. Different ways of understanding sex 

trafficking also shape how research – and by extension, further development of 

knowledge – is conducted. The last section of this chapter examines this point in more 

detail.  

2.4. Sex trafficking research 

While sex trafficking is recognized as a concern, there is disagreement over the 

extent of the problem or how best to understand it (Aromaa, 2007; Doezema, 2010). 

One of the main challenges is a lack of accurate and reliable data on human trafficking 

in general, and sex trafficking in particular (Albanese, 2007; Aromaa, 2007; Doezema, 

2010; Goodey, 2008; Weitzer, 2007). Being able to quantify sex trafficking has been 

important because showing the magnitude of the issue can be necessary in attracting 

resources, as well as media and political attention (Aromaa, 2007; Weitzer, 2007). While 

many discuss the significance of measuring sex trafficking, being able to quantify this 

issue continues to present a significant challenge.  

Weitzer notes that "there are no reliable statistics on the magnitude of trafficking" 

(Weitzer, 2007, p. 455). Measuring sex trafficking is complicated by the “clandestine and 

stigmatized nature of the sex trade” (Weitzer, 2007, p. 455). Quantitative data on sex 

trafficking, when it is available, is problematic for different reasons. For example, 

research on sex trafficking can suffer from lack of transparency in showing how it is 

conducted (Albanese, 2007). Research findings often conflict with one another, or 

produce numbers that are difficult to verify or compare (Aromaa, 2007; Goodey, 2008). 

Some have noted that figures obtained through research have been estimates with very 

large variation (Albanese, 2007; Doezema, 2010; Kempadoo, 1998). Others have 

pointed out that because findings can be vague and difficult to verify, they can be 

manipulated to serve ideological positions that underpin some of the anti-trafficking work 

(Weitzer 2005; 2007).  
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Difficulties with measuring sex trafficking are also related to the disagreements 

over the definition and meaning of sex trafficking (Aromaa, 2007; Doezema, 2010). 

While sex trafficking is defined in state laws and international agreements, there are 

many ways these definitions are interpreted (Aromaa, 2007).  

These differences in understanding trafficking can exist not only among 

researchers but also between researchers and research participants. For example, in 

their research on women trafficked from Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union 

into Canada, McDonald, Moore and Timoshkina (2000) identify some of their 

respondents as having been trafficked while stating that none of the women taking part 

in the research identified themselves as such. Similar discrepancies show up in other 

studies: research has noted that some individuals do not want to be identified as 'victims' 

(Aromaa, 2007). They may use the 'trafficking victim' identity for the length of time that it 

may serve other purposes, such as helping them obtain legal status in a destination 

country (Sharma, 2005). A woman's understanding of her involvement in the sex 

industry can be different from how it is seen by researchers and service providers 

(Agustín, 2007a; Brunovskis & Surtees, 2008). Even in the cases when women have 

experienced violence, researchers note that victimhood may not be their only identifying 

characteristic, or even their primary one (Brunovskis & Surtees, 2008).  

Differences in the understanding of sex trafficking can also be present among 

research participants. Aoyama’s (2009) research shows that Thai women’s involvement 

in the Japanese sex trade can be variously experienced as slavery, work, or somewhere 

in between, according to their perceptions of the subjective and objective conditions of 

that work. These variations can be experienced differently by different people, and 

differently even by a single person at various points in her life. Similarly, Anette 

Brunovskis and Rebecca Surtees' (2008) research with victims of trafficking in Southeast 

Europe found that victims' perceptions of their own experiences can shift in order to 

conform to expectations and assumptions made by anti-trafficking programs whose 

services they utilize. Some studies have shown that those who are sometimes identified 

as 'trafficking victims' are often aware that they will be working in the sex industry prior to 

migrating but may not know the nature of their working conditions before their arrival 

(see Doezema, 2010, p. 9, for a list of studies that illustrate this claim). In this way, 

situations that may be identified by some as 'sex trafficking' are to others viewed as bad 
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experiences of 'migrant sex work' (Agustín, 2007b). How these different understandings 

of sex trafficking are negotiated and resolved within the research on this and related 

topics is not always made clear. The uncertainty over what is being measured can 

subsequently affect comparability among research data (Aromaa, 2007). It can also 

make research findings and conclusions that are drawn from these studies confusing 

and misleading. 

Despite these challenges, an emphasis continues to be placed on taking a 

positivist approach to the study of sex trafficking. This often translates into a search for 

improved methods for arriving at 'real stories', or a call for a definition of trafficking that 

better represents a more accurate 'reality' of this problem (Doezema, 2010; see also 

Albanese, 2007; Laczko, 2007; Tyldum & Brunovskis, 2005). A focus on gaining a better 

understanding of 'real' accounts of sex trafficking has also been seen as necessary for 

assessing the effectiveness of existing anti-trafficking measures and programs 

(Albanese, 2007; Laczko, 2007).  

At the same time, the lack of concrete data or measures of sex trafficking has not 

alleviated concerns about it (Doezema, 2010). Even when they acknowledge problems 

with the existing estimates of the size of the problem, reports continue to cite 

problematic figures (Doezema, 2010; Kempadoo, 1998). Despite the inability to provide 

reliable measures, many also still take the position that trafficking is a 'large' and an 

'increasing' global problem (e.g. Jeffreys, 2009; Malarek, 2003; Savona & Stefanizzi, 

2007).  

2.5. Conclusion 

Acknowledging that there are different ways of looking at sex trafficking becomes 

important when one recognizes that how this issue is understood shapes outcomes and 

responses. Some scholars also recognize that views on sex trafficking can reflect and 

advance particular ideological and political standpoints. These scholars may see sex 

trafficking not only as a social problem but also as a set of discussions and a body of 

knowledge that can, and should be, looked at as a discourse, ideology, rhetoric, or by 

using a combination of those terms (e.g. Agustín, 2007b; Doezema, 2010; Sharma, 
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2005; Weitzer, 2007). Such an approach highlights the need to more closely explore the 

elements – including various interests and intentions – that inform how sex trafficking 

comes to be understood and addressed. In other words, taking this focus moves the 

attention away from describing the problem and shifts it to looking at how the problem 

comes to be understood.  

Rather than calling for a positivist search for evidence to prove the phenomenon 

of sex trafficking as either true or false, it becomes important to first examine narratives 

about sex trafficking: how they are created and by whom, and what purposes do they 

serve. This shifts the focus to “a critical examination of the power involved in producing 

knowledge about ‘trafficking in women’ and the ways in which dominant constructions of 

the issue emerge and are incorporated into policy” (Doezema, 2010, p. 11). Such an 

approach to sex trafficking as an issue places the importance on examining how sex 

trafficking is constructed as a social problem.  
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3. Theoretical orientation and research 
methodology 

This chapter describes the theoretical work that informs the project and examines 

how the research was conducted. As illustrated in Chapter 2, there are different ways of 

looking at and understanding sex trafficking. This project examines the process through 

which sex trafficking was raised as an issue in the context of the 2010 Olympics. It looks 

at sex trafficking through the social construction of social problems theory, focusing on 

the claims that were made, and how these claims were raised. In this thesis, claims-

making activities are understood to be relying on discourses that are connected to 

ideological positions taken on an issue. Different ways of knowing are informed by 

beliefs, as well as political and other interests which stem from various ideologies. These 

differences are reflected in and play out through the power dynamics that exist in 

conversations and disagreements between different perspectives taken on trafficking.  

Chapter 3 is divided into two main sections. The first section addresses the 

theoretical orientation of the research. The first part of this section focuses on social 

construction of social problems theory, as well as 'discourse' and 'ideology' – concepts 

which are employed to understand and explain how knowledge about sex trafficking is 

created. I argue that acceptance of any one position on sex trafficking over others has 

tangible, 'real life' consequences. It informs related decisions and actions which can 

affect people's daily lives. In this project the importance of these consequences is 

specifically examined from a intersectional feminist perspective which recognizes the 

intersecting structural constraints and opportunities shaped by various factors, including 

gender, race, ethnicity, class and sexuality.     

The second part of this chapter outlines the research methodology. It reviews the 

research questions, the research strategy and methods used in the project. Issues of 

sampling and recruitment are discussed, as well as the process of data analysis. The 
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remainder of this section addresses the importance of reflexivity to this project and the 

ethical considerations related to the research.  

3.1. Theoretical Orientation  

Contemporary discussions about sex trafficking are related to expressed feminist 

concerns over the safety and wellbeing of women in the sex trade. Chapter 2 showed 

that one of the main points of disagreement within these conversations is whether 

prostitution is the ultimate example of patriarchal violence against women, or whether it 

should be understood as 'sex work'. Doezema's discussion about the process of 

developing the UN Palermo Protocol definition of sex trafficking illustrates the central 

role that negotiations over the meaning of prostitution play in informing how trafficking is 

understood (Doezema, 2010). At the same time, concerns raised about sex trafficking 

can be used as reasons to call for implementation of laws related to prostitution (see 

discussion in Lepp, 2010, 2013). Canada's ongoing discussions about the prostitution 

law (see discussion in Lowman, 2011), including the current Bedford v Canada Charter 

challenge, suggest that 'battles' over the meaning of prostitution are far from over. When 

conversations about sex trafficking include claims about prostitution, they point to the 

need to pay attention to how the relationship between the two concepts is established in 

these discussions, and how through these conversations these concepts come to be 

understood. With this in mind, using social construction of social problems theory, I look 

at how sex trafficking was constructed as a social problem in the context of the 2010 

Olympics. I examine the relationship between the sex trafficking discourse that was used 

and the ideological positions on prostitution that it reflected. Turning to intersectional 

feminism, I argue that assessment of the 'impact' of the Olympics should include 

consideration of the consequences that constructing sex trafficking as a social problem 

could have on lives of women in the sex trade.   

3.1.1. Social Construction of Social Problems, Discourse and 
Ideology 

Social construction of social problems theory was developed by Malcolm Spector 

and John Kitsuse as a response to the lack of a 'sociology of social problems' (Spector & 
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Kitsuse, 1987). In Constructing Social Problems Spector and Kitsuse outline two main 

ways of looking at social problems that had previously been used. The first perspective 

they identify – consisting of functionalist and normative approaches – relies on the idea 

of 'social order' and focuses on examining conditions and behaviours that disrupt the 

functioning of the society. Functionalists seek to identify social problems and explain 

where they come from. Those who take the normative approach recognize that social 

conditions are defined as problems when they violate society's normative standards. The 

second perspective, referred to by Spector and Kitsuse as 'value-conflict', distinguishes 

between social conditions and definitions of social problems. This perspective argues 

that definitions of social problems do not necessarily reflect social conditions. As such, 

researchers should focus on looking at how and why social definitions of problems come 

to be. The issue with these perspectives, according to Spector and Kitsuse, is their 

inability to move the focus away from looking at social problems through examining 

objective conditions, towards examining how these conditions come to be defined as 

social problems. In other words, both functionalist/normative and value-conflict 

approaches rely on an assumption that there is an 'objective reality' against which to 

understand social problems. As such, these approaches are more suited to studying 

social conditions themselves than how social problems come to be (Spector & Kitsuse, 

1987).  

Spector and Kitsuse develop a definition of social problems and propose a way 

of studying them empirically. They define social problems as "the activities of individuals 

or groups making assertions of grievances and claims with respect to some putative 

condition" (Spector & Kitsuse, 1987, p. 75, italics in the original). For someone taking a 

social constructionist approach to looking at social problems, the importance of objective 

conditions "is the assertions made about them, not the validity of those assertions as 

judged from some independent standpoint, as for example, that of a scientist" (Spector & 

Kitsuse, 1987, p. 76, italics in the original). At the most extreme end of their argument, 

Spector and Kitsuse point out that even if the condition did not exist, this would not be 

relevant to the analysis of how that condition becomes constructed as a social problem 

(Spector & Kitsuse, 1987).   

When social problems are understood in this way, the research focus is placed 

on claims-making activities rather than on social conditions. Regardless of the specific 
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social conditions that concern is being raised over, claims-making activities are common 

to the construction of all social problems (Best, 2013). The process of creating a social 

problem starts with an issue being raised by someone – a claims-maker –  who makes a 

claim about a condition of concern and asks for it to be addressed. Activists, officials and 

legislative bodies responding to claims, media, those in the helping professions, and 

social scientists can all play a role in the claims-making processes (Spector & Kitsuse, 

1987; Best, 2013). When someone initially identifies a condition as problematic and it 

becomes a subject of a claim, the issue becomes a 'troubling condition'. Not everyone 

will share the same view on a particular condition, and there are often multiple issues 

being raised as concerns at any given time. This means that claims-makers compete 

with one another for media, public and political attention. How successful a claim is at 

attracting attention might depend on the resources that claims-makers have available 

and on how compelling their arguments are (Best, 2013).    

Construction of social problems can also be looked at in terms of their natural 

history – the process or sequence of stages that a social problem develops through 

(Best, 2013). There are a number of different ways that scholars have distinguished 

between the stages through which social problems are constructed. For example, 

Spector and Kitsuse identify four stages: identification of an issue and calls for it to be 

dealt with; recognition of the legitimacy of the group that is raising concerns; 

dissatisfaction over action implemented to deal with the original concern; and 

questioning of the legitimacy of existing institutions and their responses, as well as 

establishing alternatives in response (Spector & Kitsuse, 1987). Best outlines six 

different stages: claimsmaking, media coverage, public reaction, policymaking, social 

problems work and policy outcomes (Best, 2013). Not all social problems pass through 

all of the stages, and they may disappear as problems at any point of the process 

(Spector & Kitsuse, 1987).  

While not all problems necessarily fit the same natural history model, the concept 

of 'natural history' helps to keep mindful of the process of problem construction (Best, 

2013). Regardless of the specific stages that are identified, the process of how a social 

problem is constructed starts from claims-making, to gaining public attention, then 

moves to a policy outcome. Some see government response as the final stage of a 

social problem (see discussion in Spector & Kitsuse, 1987). Others develop their 
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understanding further, examining how a social problem might subsequently be 

incorporated into the work of those who enforce policies, or what reactions might come 

up in response to the implemented policy changes (Best, 2013). The latter may result in 

a new set of claims being made, "in which the solutions to previous problems... become 

the basis for renewed claims and demands" (Spector & Kitsuse, 1987, p. 142). Some 

researchers examine claims made about a social issue by looking at whether they follow 

all of the stages of a natural history model (e.g. Woolsey, 2009).  Others may focus on a 

single aspect of the social problem development. For example, in his examination of the 

construction of sex trafficking as a social problem, Weitzer focuses on one stage of the 

natural history, explaining how activists' views became institutionalized in the United 

States state policy (Weitzer, 2007). While discussions about construction of social 

problems tend to place emphasis on conflict, some issues – such as child abduction – 

evoke a more uniform public response. In cases where an issue is accepted as a 

concern by a majority of citizens with little controversy, the development of issues into 

social problems can be a lot quicker, where the initial stages of the process are more 

difficult to distinguish one from another. Rather than providing a chronological sequence 

of events, the researcher may choose to focus on claims-making activities instead 

(Gentry, 1988). 

Central to the construction of social problems is recognition that claims-making is 

driven by a desire for something to be done about a troubling condition (Best, 2013; 

Spector & Kitsuse, 1987). In other words, claims-making is undertaken with the aim of 

achieving a political goal, or working towards social change. Stemming from this 

recognition is the question of what is driving the development of a social problem: what 

beliefs inform the claims, and what goals are claims implemented towards? Spector and 

Kitsuse (1987) state that values and motives that inform claims-making should be used 

as data, not as ways of explaining social problems. Rather than informing social 

problems, values can be presented as the grounds for making claims. They can be 

strategic – used to articulate the claim in a way that is most likely to gain it attention. As 

such, values do not automatically correspond to the condition of concern. Motives serve 

as justifications for a problematic act that has already occurred and has been 

questioned. A person may choose a single motive to express in response to being 

questioned, and that motive may be one out of several that this person has available. If 
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motives are selected after an act has occurred, it cannot be assumed that they were also 

the reasons for that act (Spector & Kitsuse, 1987). While it may not be possible to know 

the 'true' reasons that inform choices of social actors, this does not prevent us from 

differentiating between the values and motives that are expressed in the different 

perspectives that exist around a social issue.  

This research relies on concepts 'discourse' and 'ideology' to examine the 

various perspectives and dynamics reflected in the claims-making activities through 

which sex trafficking is constructed as a social problem. I use the term 'discourse' to 

refer to the specific narrative, including presented claims and solutions, that tends to be 

utilized to raise sex trafficking as a concern. I take 'discourse' to mean representations, 

practices and performances which lead to the production and legitimization of meanings 

(Gregory, 2000). It also refers to sites, tools and ways of transferring, producing and 

masking power (Flyvbjerg, 2001). Discourses can be seen as sites of struggle, in and 

through which human actors battle to have their claims accepted as 'valid' and as 

common sense. When this is achieved, they are able to discredit other positions or 

meanings (Weedon, 1992), in other words, others' claims. While dominant discourses 

are “always linked with institutional practices of control and discipline", they can never be 

completely separated from other, sometimes seemingly repressed or excluded 

discourses (Truong, 1990, p. 70). Power exercised through discourses is dependent 

upon social structures that simultaneously reproduce as well as challenge it. This 

understanding sees power as relational, multi-dimensional and productive, rather than 

being one-dimensional and always exercised from above. It recognizes processes of 

claims-making as dynamic, where a potential always exists that established social 

problems can serve as the basis for making new claims.  

Best (2013) reminds us that claims can draw from different ideological positions. I 

use the term 'ideology' to emphasize the different political interests that underlie the 

struggle over the meaning of sex trafficking, as expressed through the process of claims-

making. 'Ideology' can be used to mean a set of beliefs invested with the interests of a 

social group, which stem from and play out in material relations (Eagleton, 2007). Jo 

Doezema explains that ideology as a concept is "important for trafficking, as meanings 

about what trafficking is have been the site of major political conflicts between feminists, 

sex workers and states" (Doezema, 2010, p. 35). Doezema explains the relationship 
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between ‘discourse’ and ‘ideology’ with respect to sex trafficking as follows: "[i]deology 

effectively captures the idea of political struggle, of winners and losers, of strategies and 

compromise, of power given and taken: it foregrounds conflict in a way that the rather 

bloodless 'discourse' does not" (Doezema, 2010, p. 35). Once the discourse and the 

related claims are established in the position of ‘truth,’ they act as a way of maintaining 

and strengthening the ideology(ies) on which they draw, and of challenging or 

weakening competing ones. When specific claims about a condition are recognized as 

valid, an ideological position can come to define a social problem, and inform how it will 

be addressed in policies and laws. In this way an ideological position can come to 

'produce reality' (Flyvbjerg, 2001) – shaping, but not necessarily determining, material 

relations. 

When all knowledge is recognized as socially constructed, our attention moves 

away from evaluating claims, towards examining the process through which a social 

problem – or knowledge about it – is created. Taking a constructionist approach to 

concerns raised about sex trafficking may be particularly important given the 

disagreements over the definition and the magnitude of the issue. Doezema emphasizes 

that looking for the 'reality' of sex trafficking without first examining where related 

concerns come from and what interests they are informed by can have "devastating real-

life consequences for sex workers and migrants" (Doezema, 2010, p. 45). Placing the 

focus on measuring the magnitude of sex trafficking as an issue has meant that less 

focus has been put towards looking at how knowledge becomes accepted as valid – 

whose perspective is adopted, and at the cost of which others (Doezema, 2010).  

Recognizing problems as socially constructed raises the question about how to 

address different – and often conflicting – claims that may be made about a social 

problem. Best (2013) argues that when focusing research on claims-making we can take 

one of the two extreme positions. On the one hand, we can treat all claims as correct, or 

assume that there is some basis to the concerns that are being raised. On the other 

hand, we can assume that all claims are false and made out of the self-interest of 

claims-makers – a perspective which could lead to apathy towards social concerns 

(Best, 2013). Seen from yet another perspective, we can say that any idea or conviction 

which holds lasting power in a society at least to some extent reflects some ‘real’ needs 

or desires of those who are expressing or utilizing it (Eagleton, 2007). From there it 
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follows that rather than judging an idea as either true or false it becomes equally, if not 

more, important to examine the purpose that it serves and the effects that it has on lived 

realities. Resisting the temptation to evaluate a claim, or to examine which position taken 

in an argument is the most valid, is in part difficult because people tend to be more 

interested in asking if something is a problem rather than how it becomes a problem 

(Spector & Kitsuse, 1987; Best, 2002). 

In looking at how issues become social problems, we can also engage with 

claims more critically, "so that we could weigh what we're told about social problems and 

make out own evaluations about the nature of those problems and the best ways of 

addressing them" (Best, 2013, p. 327). Woolsey (2009) points to two main ways that 

researchers taking the social constructionist perspective have approached the issue of 

claims evaluation. 'Strict constructionism' seeks to show that claims change 

independently of objective reality. This approach is criticised for relying on the notion of 

'reality'. Researchers who take the 'contextual constructionist' approach evaluate claims 

as well as examine them. In many cases, evaluating claims according to this approach 

requires relying on others' research (Woolsey, 2009). Best (2013) reminds us that when 

engaging with claims researchers ultimately need to pick for themselves which 

conditions to worry about, which ideological positions they take, and which claims they 

are convinced by.  

In this thesis I focus on looking at claims and claims-making activities in the 

context of the 2010 Olympics. Given that I focus on a specific event that served as an 

opportunity to raise attention around a social problem, I am less interested in looking at 

the natural history of sex trafficking. I also do not focus on examining whether or not 

claims and counter-claims made about sex trafficking are valid, or if one position is more 

valid than others.12

 
12  In several cases I do refer to other work and other positions related to the presented claims,  

particularly where existing research challenges arguments made as part of those claims.  

 The main way that claims are evaluated in this thesis is by 

considering their consequences. The position that informs this examination is discussed 

in the following section.  
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3.1.2. Consequences of Discussions and Feminist Theory 

Focusing research on claims-making and the discussions about a particular 

subject does not need to result in work that is irrelevant to people’s lived experiences. It 

also does not necessarily get in the way of "taking stands, making arguments or forming 

opinions" (Smith, 2008, p. xx). In other words, the "methodological decision to refrain 

from actively campaigning alongside some and against others in any particular social 

problems arena does not spare us from taking sides in sociological debates regarding 

the nature of what transpires in that arena" (Weinberg, 2009, p. 69). Examining claims-

making processes through research becomes important when one recognizes the 

tangible, 'real life' effects of ideas. Processes of knowledge creation "are not mental 

exercises but urgent social contests involving such concrete political issues as 

immigration laws, the legislation of personal conduct, the constitution of orthodoxy, the 

legitimization of violence and/or insurrection, the character and content of education, and 

the direction of foreign policy” (Said, 1994, p. 332). This is important to remember when 

recognizing that discussions about sex trafficking often include ideas about who the 

victims and the perpetrators are. Identities constructed through discussions about sex 

trafficking can be used to determine how individuals labelled by those identities will 

subsequently be treated and what actions they will be subject to. For example, how sex 

trafficking is understood may be used to distinguish between those who are seen as 

deserving of protection and those who end up being persecuted and/or punished. How 

these understandings come about is important to consider when remembering that "the 

construction of identity is bound up with the disposition of power and powerlessness in 

each society" (Said, 1994, p. 332). Examining and understanding how this happens – 

where the knowledge comes from, from which ideological positions and with what aims – 

then becomes of central importance to social research (Flyvbjerg, 2001). Along with 

seeking to better understand the processes through which social problems are 

constructed, it becomes equally important to also look at the consequences of how 

something comes to be 'known'.  

In this thesis the effects of how sex trafficking is constructed as a social problem 

are considered from an intersectional feminist position, placing a particular focus on how 

they impact women's lives. This position understands women's lives and experiences as 

existing within systems of "intersecting oppressions of race, class, gender, and 
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sexuality... organized through diverse local realities" (Hill Collins, 2000, p. 228). The 

discussion in this project focuses primarily on women due to the gendered nature of the 

discourse around sex trafficking (Agustín, 2005). At the same time, it is important to 

keep in mind that conversations about sex trafficking in various ways also have an 

impact on other gender identities, including male, transgender and transsexual. It is also 

necessary to note that it is not only women, but migrants of various gender identities 

who sell sex (Agustín, 2005).   

This particular focus recognizes that at the centre of claims commonly made 

about sex trafficking as part of the sex trafficking discourse are concerns that are 

specifically related to non-Western and/or racialized women. These concerns emphasize 

women as victims of harm and violence – particularly within a sexual context – and focus 

on the notion that these women need to be protected. These discussions often include 

assumptions made about cultures from which women originate. As mentioned in Chapter 

2, this is done by raising concern that even the closest of women’s interpersonal 

relationships are not to be trusted. Reports of women being sold into sex trafficking by 

family members portray these relationships as suspect and potentially harmful. By doing 

so, sex trafficking discussions rely on and further very particular understandings of 

gender, race, class, ethnicity and sexuality.  

Central to the feminist position adopted in this thesis is the importance of 

individual self-definitions, created in the context of, and not in separation from, larger 

communities to which a person belongs. This means that the primary concern should be 

placed on a person’s ability to define their own experiences and needs for themselves, 

rather than have those be defined by others. Speaking specifically to the importance for 

Black women to define their own experiences, this perspective questions the 

"assumption that those in positions granting them the authority to interpret [women's] 

reality are entitled to do so" (Hill Collins, 2000, p. 114). It also calls for careful 

consideration of situations where individuals or institutions are asking for and 

implementing action based on their interpretation of another person’s experiences.  

This perspective seeks to acknowledge and draw strength from the diversity of 

the members of a particular community, placing self-definitions and self-determination as 

the bases on which to build coalitions with other communities (Hill Collins, 2000). It 
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stems from recognition that while common experiences among women can lead to "the 

formation of a group-based, collective standpoint", shared experiences will not 

necessarily always lead to "similar angles of vision" among all members of the group 

(Hill Collins, 2000, pp. 24-25). In other words, even when women can come together 

over having similar experiences, it does not mean that they will perceive these 

experiences in the same way (Hill Collins, 2000). Rather than excluding experiences that 

do not fall into a single understanding of a social phenomenon, this perspective is more 

interested in considering ways of accommodating diversity within these understandings.  

Taking the above position recognizes that individuals who are in various ways 

involved in the sex trade can experience it differently from one another. Acknowledging 

the diversity of people's lives, as well as the importance of self-definitions, calls for the 

rethinking of prostitution as a unitary experience. This can mean taking the 

understanding of prostitution beyond one of the two main positions (for example, see 

Brock, Gillies, Oliver & Sutshibhasilp, 2000; O’Neill, 2003; Aoyama, 2009). It can also 

mean considering both structural inequalities and women's agency in discussions about 

the sex trade and sex trafficking (O’Connell Davidson, 1998). Such a perspective then 

calls for recognition that lived experiences are often complicated and complex. For 

example, it may challenge the assumptions that identifying victims and perpetrators is 

always an easy and clear-cut process. 

Maintaining an awareness of the tangible, 'real-life' consequences of discussions 

requires that processes of claims-making and the resulting knowledge be examined 

more closely. Such a focus recognizes that it is important to look at and to question who 

is included and who is excluded when social actors seek to establish their concerns as 

social problems, and the consequences these processes can result in. 

3.2. Research Methodology 

The following section discusses how this project was carried out and describes 

the methodological decisions that were made along the way. This part of the chapter is 

organized into the following sub-sections: research questions, research strategy, 

methods, sampling and recruitment, data analysis, reflexivity and ethical considerations.  
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3.2.1. Research Questions 

This project addressed two main research questions:  

1)  What is the nature of the sex trafficking discourse(s) which focused on,  

  and emerged prior to, during, as well as continued after the 2010 Olympic 

  Games held in Vancouver?  

2)  What were the effects of Vancouver’s hosting of the 2010 Olympic  

  Games on sex trafficking to the city and to Canada, from the perspectives 

  of the organizations working around issues related to sex trafficking?  

The first research question aimed to examine concerns that were being raised 

about sex trafficking in relation to the 2010 Winter Olympics in Vancouver. This was 

explored through several sub-questions: what kinds of discussions were taking place 

around sex trafficking and the 2010 Olympic Games? How was sex trafficking 

understood as an issue related to the Olympic Games? What kinds of responses were 

being called for to deal with sex trafficking? What were some of the counter-arguments 

that were being presented, who were they presented by, and how was this 

communicated publicly? 

The second question aimed to critically examine the potential effects of the 

Olympics on issues related to sex trafficking. This question was approached by 

considering the perspectives of organizations working around sex trafficking and/or the 

sex trade, as well as with migrants, immigrants and trafficked persons, particularly those 

involved in the sex industry. Related questions included determining how different 

organizations understand and work around sex trafficking. It explored research 

participants' potential sex trafficking and related concerns around the Olympics, any 

initiatives they might have undertaken to address these concerns, and their perspectives 

on the nature of the impact of the Games. I attempt to situate the organizations' general 

understanding of sex trafficking, and more specifically their understanding of this 'impact' 

within broader discussions on issues related to sex trafficking and the sex trade.  
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3.2.2. Research Strategy 

This research was carried out as a two-phase qualitative sequential multi-method 

project. A multi-method project is defined as research conducted by “employing different 

types, or styles, of data-collecting methods within the same study” (Hunter & Brewer, 

2003, p. 577). The choice of methods is driven by the needs of the research question(s) 

rather than a commitment to a single set of methods. A multi-method approach can 

combine quantitative and qualitative methods, or it can draw upon different types of 

qualitative or quantitative methods in a single study (Hunter & Brewer, 2003). This 

research used different qualitative methods in the collection of data.  

Collection of data was conducted sequentially, or in two distinct phases 

(Creswell, 2009). Each of the two phases focused on one of the two research questions 

discussed above. I examined the time prior to the Olympic Games in the first phase, 

during which I looked at the concerns that were being raised about sex trafficking. The 

main focus of the second phase was the period during and after the Games. This part of 

the project looked at the consequences of Vancouver's hosting of the Olympics on sex 

trafficking and related concerns.  

3.2.3. Methods    

In the first phase of the research, the concerns that were being raised publicly 

about sex trafficking prior to the 2010 Olympics and in relation to the Games were 

explored through participant observation. I attended a total of seven public presentations 

and discussions (18 hours) related to the issue of sex trafficking which were held prior to 

the 2010 Winter Olympics Games. Additionally, I attended seven public events (13 

hours) after the Olympics. Field notes were taken during and after each of these events. 

The complete list of the attended events, including their dates and locations, is provided 

in Appendix B. These events took place between 2009 and 2012. Each of the events 

lasted between 1 and 8 hours, with an average length of time of just over 2 hours. The 

data collected at these events consisted mostly of field notes taken during and shortly 

after each event. The data also included printed materials – such as brochures, posters 

and flyers – provided by organizations that participated in these events. These printed 

materials were made available for pick-up to the persons attending these events.  
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The second phase of the research looked at the impact of hosting of the 

Olympics on issues related to sex trafficking. This part of the project relied on ten semi-

structured interviews conducted with individuals and organizations – specifically, their 

representatives, spokespersons or other employees – who work on issues related to sex 

trafficking, or who work with migrants and immigrants, including individuals who work in 

the sex trade. In this phase I examined the impact of the Olympics on sex trafficking by 

considering the perspectives of these individuals and organizations. The interviews took 

place between February and August 2011. A complete list of the interviews is provided 

in Appendix B, including information on how and when they were conducted. Interviews 

were done at the time and the location of each interviewee's choosing. Nine of the ten 

interviews were audio recorded and later transcribed. The remaining interview was not 

audio recorded upon the interviewee's request. Notes were instead taken during this 

interview.  

The same general interview guide was used with each participant, although 

additional questions were asked in each interview to clarify or to help further understand 

some of the points the respondents raised. The interviews lasted between 30 minutes 

and 3 hours. The average interview lasted 1 hour and 20 minutes. The interview guide 

was loosely organized according to several different general areas of focus13

 
13  The interview guide is provided in Appendix C.  

. Each 

interview started with questions which aimed to get a better understanding of the 

respondent's organization and/or their work. Each participant was then asked about the 

concerns that he or she, or their organization, may have had about sex trafficking and 

the Olympics and how they addressed these prior to, during and after the Games. The 

focus of the interview on the concerns prior to the Olympics, activities undertaken prior 

to and during the Games, and the impact after the event, was loosely based on the 

questionnaire referred to in Henning, Craggs, Larsson and Laczko's (2006) research on 

the 2006 World Cup in Germany. Although the focus of the research is different from that 
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of Henning et al., the similarity between their research topic and this current study 

provided some useful ideas for composing the interview questions.  

Along with these two specific phases of research, additional data were collected 

throughout this project. The primary purpose of this additional data collection was to help 

develop a deeper understanding of the issues and discussions related to sex trafficking. 

For example, I continued to follow discussions about sex trafficking well after the 2010 

Games. I also followed the media coverage on sex trafficking and the sex trade 

throughout the project.  

3.2.4. Sampling and Recruitment  

This project primarily used purposive sampling. Purposive sampling is a way of 

selecting participants, sites or documentary material that will most effectively allow the 

researcher to address the research question (Palys & Atchison, 2008). Since the aim in 

this research was to access the most varied perspectives related to the issues of sex 

trafficking and the sex trade, specifically with respect to the 2010 Olympics, purposive 

sampling was an appropriate approach.  

For the most part, I relied on publicly available and visible advertisements – such 

as posters displayed in public spaces – to locate public presentations and follow 

discussions related to sex trafficking which were held prior to the Olympics. All of the 

events inform my understanding of sex trafficking. However, field notes from three of 

these meetings (5.5 hours) were used in the data analysis, serving as the basis for the 

discussion in Chapter 4. This decision is further discussed and explained in the next 

chapter.  

I subsequently contacted different organizations and individuals who are involved 

with the issues of sex trafficking and the sex trade and invited them to take part in 

interviews. Some of the participants that were approached had been a part of the public 

presentations that I attended. They include non-governmental organizations, 

researchers, front-line service providers, activists, community members, law 

enforcement and government officials who work on issues related to sex trafficking and 

the sex trade. Participants who agreed to take part in the research were not asked to 

recommend additional potential participants. However, several offered this information of 
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their own volition. In some, but not all, cases these suggestions were followed up and 

resulted in additional participants. One of these participants spoke about her 

experiences of working with irregular migrants, most of whom were not identified as 

working in the sex trade. I included those whose work is related to the sex trade and 

migration along with those whose work is related to trafficking because of the conflation 

that sometimes occurs between these terms. While it is not my intention to conflate 

these terms in this research, I wanted to be able to consider the 'impact' of the Olympics 

from the perspectives of individuals and organizations that might not work directly on sex 

trafficking but might still be affected by related issues and discussions.    

The interviews were conducted with: the E Division Human Trafficking 

Awareness Coordinator from the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP); the staff from 

the Office to Combat Trafficking in Persons (OCTIP); Kerry Porth, who at the time of the 

interview was the Executive Director of Providing Alternatives Counselling & Education 

(PACE) Society; Angela Contreras-Chavez, who at the time of the interview was the 

Coordinator at Supporting Women's Alternatives Network (SWAN) Vancouver Society; 

Michelle Miller, the Executive Director of Resist Exploitation, Embrace Dignity (REED); 

Esther Shannon, the founder of FIRST, a national feminist coalition for decriminalization 

of sex work in Canada; Annalee Lepp of Global Alliance Against Traffic in Women 

(GAATW) Canada; and Shauna Paull, a community advocate who in the interview 

focused on her experiences of doing direct service work with smuggled women, refugee 

claimants, and women in detention, and working with GAATW Canada. Additional 

interviews were conducted with two individuals who wished not to be identified in this 

study by name. Upon their request, they are instead referred in this thesis as 

Researcher and Community Member.  

3.2.5. Data Analysis  

In the first phase of the study, the analysis was conducted by looking for key 

themes that emerged about sex trafficking in the fieldnote data from the public forums I 

attended. Notes that were taken at each of the events were initially subjected to open 

coding and analyzed. This process included going through the notes and coding them 

using concepts and ideas emerging out of the data (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995). The 

focus of this coding process was on the concerns about sex trafficking expressed during 
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the events. The initial list of codes was then categorized into several main themes which 

were developed into the discussion presented in Chapter 4. In addition to the fieldnotes, 

this discussion also draws upon the expressed perspectives and opinions reflected in 

the printed materials, such as those that were made available at the public events. 

These include pamphlets, posters, postcards, and newspaper articles, some of which 

contained expressed concerns and thoughts by the same individuals who took part in 

the public forums as speakers. These additional materials helped to better understand 

the arguments presented by the speakers by providing further information to what they 

had spoken about at the events.  

In the second phase of the project, transcripts from the recorded interviews, and 

the notes from the one interview that was not recorded, were read and fully analyzed 

line-by-line using concepts and ideas emerging from the research participants' 

responses. The initial list of codes that came out of the interview data was organized into 

several main themes around the concept of 'impact', as specifically related to the 

Olympics being held in Vancouver. The meaning of the 'impact' in relation to the issues 

of sex trafficking and the sex trade was developed through open coding of the interview 

data, rather than being pre-defined. This was done by looking at the answers to the 

interview questions that directly asked the respondents to talk about 'impact' (see 

'Question 9' in the interview guide presented in Appendix B.). Responses to other 

questions were analyzed with attention to the same theme, explored through broader 

questions such as 'what changed?' and 'what was different?' in the respondents' 

discussions of issues related to sex trafficking and the sex trade, at the time before, 

during and after the Games. The findings of the second phase of this study, presented in 

Chapter 5, are based on this analysis. 

Some of the themes that emerged from the participant observation and the 

interview data stood out as particularly important. These included issues that were 

repeatedly raised and talked about throughout the interviews by different research 

participants. In some cases the significance of these points of discussion was not 

immediately clear, and some of the questions that seemed to arise from these 'key 

themes' remain partially or fully unanswered even at the completion of this thesis. In 

other cases, these themes were revisited multiple times at various points of the 

research, including in the coding process. They continued to be developed and 'teased 
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out' throughout the study. Paying attention to these ideas over a longer period allowed 

them to be developed into some of the central points that are discussed as the findings 

of this research. This includes data coded under the term 'collaborations', which became 

an important topic looked at later in the thesis. Exploring some of these themes during 

the research also helped to shift my understandings of issues related to sex trafficking 

and the sex trade in important ways.   

Lastly, triangulation was used extensively throughout this study. Triangulation 

means using different ways of collecting a variety of data on the same phenomenon in 

order to gain a better, deeper and a more accurate understanding of it (Jick, 1979). A 

number of data sources related to sex trafficking and the sex trade shape the 

understandings that underlie this project even if they are not mentioned, analyzed or in 

other ways directly included in the discussion.14

 
14 This includes a number of viewed films on sex trafficking. Reviewing these films in any 

meaningful way is beyond the scope of this research. However, the documentary Cinderellas, 
Wolves and One Enchanted Prince (Araújo, 2009) – shown in Vancouver in July 2009 at the 
Brazilian Film Festival – needs to be highlighted for its recognition of complexities that arise 
in an attempt to understand the issue of sex trafficking and the sex trade in and from Brazil. 
The film is also notable for the director Joel Zito Araújo 's reflection on his own shifting 
understanding of the issues through the process of making the film, which includes 
challenges to his existing assumptions about victims and perpetrators. Araújo prioritizes 
women's own voices and experiences, noting that the "best way [for women interviewed in 
the film] to share their story was to get out of the way and let them tell it" (Crowe, 2009, para. 
4). This notion of the importance of 'telling one's own story' also came up repeatedly in the 
research.   

 Triangulation was also used more 

directly in several ways. Collecting and reviewing printed material from public meetings 

helped to elicit a better understanding of the issues discussed at the public events than 

what would have been possible by relying only on the fieldnotes. Fieldnotes taken at all 

of the public events related to sex trafficking and the sex trade that I attended were 

analyzed for themes. Not all of these data were incorporated into the text of this thesis, 

but they did help to develop the research findings. Some of these additional data are 

briefly referred to in subsequent chapters. The data collected during one phase of the 

project were in some instances used to help clarify issues that emerged in another part 

of the research. A couple of examples of these instances are noted in later chapters. 



 

47 

3.2.6. Reflexivity  

Edward Said states that “no production of knowledge in the human sciences can 

ever ignore or disclaim its author's involvement as a human subject in his [sic] own 

circumstances” (Said, 1994, p. 11). He builds upon Antonio Gramsci's work to say that, 

prior to conducting any study, it is important to consider the historical processes which 

have been influential in one's life, and ultimately one's understanding of the world. This 

means that as a researcher, one has to recognize the forces, specifically those related to 

knowledge, that have shaped one's experiences and the position from which one comes 

to one's research question. While taking an inventory of all the ways that these 

experiences shape my approach to this project is neither relevant nor necessary, several 

points may be important.  

I come to the community of individuals who work around issues of sex trafficking 

and the sex trade largely as an outsider, without prior personal and/or activist 

experiences around related issues. There are both advantages and disadvantages in 

approaching these subjects as an outsider. As I did not have the knowledge that comes 

with years of experience of living or working with these issues, I was worried that I might 

miss, misunderstand, or misrepresent something that others would consider important or 

common knowledge. Throughout the project, I remained aware that a more extensive 

experience within the community would have given me greater sensitivity and/or more 

acute understanding with which to approach this research. On the other hand, being an 

outsider placed me in a unique position which helped me navigate different arguments 

and settings – both physically and in the ability they provided to perhaps consider and 

engage with seemingly 'opposing' positions more easily. Arguably, my relationship to the 

places, people and arguments with which I came in contact during this research would 

have been different, and would have shaped this research differently, had I come to it 

with existing personal, work and/or activist experience.  

I approach sex trafficking discourse first and foremost as an Eastern European 

immigrant woman who has been living in a Western country for an extensive period of 

time. My approach to discussions about this topic is based on experiencing critically, and 

questioning, Western representations of non-Western and/or racialized women as 

trafficked and sexually exploited. When drawing parallels between Eastern European 
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and other women discussed in sex trafficking narratives, there is a need to recognize the 

privilege of race that white women – Eastern European and others – hold, particularly 

within the North American context. Specifically, this recognizes that even when they 

come from places where they are seen as 'ethnic others,' white immigrants have the 

option to gain from the material benefits associated with assimilating and claiming 'white 

privilege' (Hill Collins, 2006).  

In her discussion on the appropriation of knowledge, Andrea Smith remarks that 

the process of learning is necessarily very slow, requiring a person to spend time in a 

community, being quiet and listening (Smith, 2005). She juxtaposes this with “a colonial 

model of teaching, researching, and learning that undermines this approach” (ibid., p. 

134). This latter model includes educational requirements which focus on quick 

dissemination of knowledge, and a sense of entitlement that individuals often feel about 

their right and ability to access knowledge about a community even if they are coming to 

the community as outsiders. Smith specifically talks about academia and the 

appropriation of Native spiritual practices by non-Natives. However, her position touches 

on questions about knowledge and knowing which were ever-present in this project, both 

for me in my role as a researcher, and in the field in discussions about sex trafficking 

and the sex trade. The tension between the strengths I felt I was bringing to the project 

and the anxiety over my lack of experience in coming to this topic was ever-present and 

in many ways has shaped this research throughout. 

3.2.7. Ethical Considerations  

This project received approval by the Simon Fraser University’s Office of 

Research Ethics in January 2011. A statement of the ethics approval is included at the 

beginning of this thesis.    

Participant observation conducted as part of this research was based on publicly 

held meetings and so was not subject to research ethics board approval. As per Article 

2.3 of the Tri-Council Policy Statement, "research involving observation of participants 

in, for example, political rallies, demonstrations or public meetings should not require 

REB review since it can be expected that the participants are seeking public visibility" 

where "the information is publicly accessible and there is no reasonable expectation of 
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privacy" (Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering 

Research Council of Canada, and Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of 

Canada, 2005, p. 2.4; see also Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural 

Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada, and Social Sciences and 

Humanities Research Council of Canada, 2010). Further, as noted in the discussion 

throughout Chapter 4, information presented in these meetings was often readily 

available publicly in other ways, as in media, and in online and printed materials from the 

organizations.  

3.3. Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined how this project was conducted. It has discussed both 

the theoretical basis and methodological decisions that informed how the project was 

carried out. Relying on participant observation and interviews, the project examines 

discussions about sex trafficking in the context of the 2010 Olympic Games. It also looks 

at the impact of the Games on local issues related to sex trafficking and the sex trade.  

Recognizing that sex trafficking is linked to understandings of prostitution, the 

project builds upon a perspective which looks at prostitution within a wider historical, 

political and economic context, and ties it to the issues of sex and sexuality. This 

perspective rests on the concepts of ideology and discourse, in order to take a closer 

look at processes of knowledge creation and related power relations. Lastly, it 

recognizes as important tangible consequences of discussions and created knowledge, 

and considers them from an intersectional feminist perspective. This thesis recognizes 

that discussions about sex trafficking can shape and affect individual lives. In this way, 

rather than looking for ‘the truth’ about sex trafficking, this focus recognizes that it is 

important to look at how knowledge comes about and what impact it can have.    
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4. Construction of sex trafficking as a social 
problem in the context of the 2010 Winter 
Olympics   

Chapter 4 discusses the findings of the first part of this research, which examined 

the concerns that were raised about sex trafficking and the 2010 Winter Olympics in 

Vancouver. I have divided the chapter into two main parts. The first part examines the 

claims that were made about sex trafficking and the solutions that were called for. The 

second part looks at the strategies that were used to raise these issues publicly and 

politically.   

In what follows I argue that sex trafficking was constructed as a social problem in 

the context of the Olympics. The concerns raised in public discussions, organized as 

part of anti-trafficking initiatives, largely focused on making claims related to prostitution, 

drawing connections between prostitution and sex trafficking. In the discussions that 

took place in the public forums organized around the concerns about sex trafficking and 

the Olympics, presenters emphasized the problem of violence that they saw as inherent 

to prostitution. They highlighted male demand for commercial sex as a central concern 

to the issues of prostitution and sex trafficking. Claims raised about sex trafficking 

emphasized the need for something to be done about it. Presenters called for the 

punishment of male clients and the abolition of prostitution as ways of addressing sex 

trafficking. They also asked for a public and a government response in dealing with 

these issues.   

The chapter takes a detailed look at the discussions that took place in the public 

forums organized around the concern about sex trafficking prior to the 2010 Winter 
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Olympics.15 The discussion in this chapter – and specifically, the way in which the issues 

are understood and presented here – is primarily based on the key themes that emerged 

from the field notes I compiled during this research. These notes were taken at three of 

the public meetings held prior to the Olympics by the organization Resist Exploitation, 

Embrace Dignity (REED), as part of the Buying Sex is Not a Sport campaign.16

4.1. Concerns about sex trafficking and the 2010 Winter 
Olympics  

 

Additionally, this chapter relies on printed materials and other resources produced by 

organizations that participated in these forums, mainstream and alternative media 

coverage of these issues, and articles from Christian communities in Canada.   

Concerns about sex trafficking started to emerge publicly prior to the 2010 Winter 

Olympics. One of the more visible anti-trafficking initiatives organized was Buying Sex is 

Not a Sport, a “grassroots campaign to raise awareness and effect change around sex 

trafficking and the 2010 Olympic games [sic]” (REED website, 2012, para. 2). The 

campaign was organized by REED, a faith-based anti-trafficking organization that works 

towards ending trafficking and sexual exploitation (Buhler, 2009; REED website, 2012). 

The campaign started in May 2009 with a public film screening and a forum discussion 

(McLaren, 2009). 

 
15  In 2009 and 2010, I attended seven events prior to the 2010 Winter Olympics which were 

related to the topic of sex trafficking. The four events that this chapter does not focus on 
included discussion about sex trafficking, but their primary stated purpose did not appear to 
be the raising of concerns about sex trafficking and the Games. I continued to pay attention 
to public discussions about sex trafficking and the sex trade after the Games, and attended 
an additional seven events in 2011 and 2012 related to these topics. The full list of attended 
events is provided in Appendix B. 

16  To the best of my understanding this was the only organized anti-trafficking campaign which 
focused specifically on raising awareness in the general public about the issue of sex 
trafficking and the 2010 Winter Olympics. Some of the organizations that participated in 
Buying Sex is Not a Sport forums also held their own, or participated in others', events, 
separately from this campaign. These additional events did not appear to be a part of any 
single ongoing campaign organized specifically in relation to the Olympics. 
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Buying Sex is Not a Sport campaign initiatives played an important role in making 

concerns about sex trafficking publicly visible in the Metro Vancouver area.17 Best points 

out that the success of claims-making initiatives relies in part on the ability of claims-

makers to mobilize resources and make all the necessary arrangements for their 

activities. This includes choosing an appropriate location and time in order to attract as 

much interest as possible (Best, 2013). Several aspects of the Buying Sex in Not a Sport 

campaign can be highlighted for how they helped the campaign attract attention. For 

example, the public forums were open and welcoming. They were held in places such as 

a local university and a downtown church, and were accessible by public transit. These 

public forums were advertised through the use of visually appealing, attention-grabbing, 

full colour posters printed on heavy paper.18

The campaign appeared to have the support of a diversity of voices that took part 

in raising concerns about sex trafficking. Presenters who took part in the Buying Sex is 

Not a Sport public forums represented various local communities. These included 

 The events drew somewhat diverse and 

fairly large-sized audiences. For example, one of the events held prior to the Olympics 

filled the room with about 40 people of various ages: from about mid-20s to about late 

50s, of which just over half were women. The set-up of the space where this particular 

event was held – including plastic chairs arranged to face a panel of speakers – 

contributed to the feeling of the event being a low-key, 'community meeting'. The church 

where the forum took place has been used by other groups – including many secular 

groups – as a neighbourhood space for public events organized around different social 

justice topics. Other events organized as part of the Buying Sex is Not a Sport campaign 

included public protests, or 'silent direct actions' (REED website, 2012). These were 

visible to passers-by, as they were held in public spaces such as in front of a local strip 

club (Weber, 2010), and in front of an Olympic event venue (REED website, 2012).  

 
17  With assistance from the Canadian Baptist Women of Ontario and Quebec, the Buying Sex is 

Not a Sport campaign was also brought to Toronto (North American Baptist Women’s Union, 
2011).   

18  The quality of the posters also speaks to the financial resources the organizers must have 
had to put towards publicizing the events.  
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women formerly involved in the sex trade, Aboriginal activist women, community service 

and faith-based organizations, and academics. Some of the organizations involved were 

REED, Aboriginal Women's Action Network (AWAN), Vancouver Rape Relief and 

Women's Shelter, and Experiential Voices Educating (EVE).  

Forum speakers expressed a shared perspective in their presentations – their 

concerns about sex trafficking were framed around a call for the abolition of prostitution. 

Specifically, they expressed the ideological position on prostitution which claimed 

prostitution to be inherently harmful, and problematized the male demand for commercial 

sex. The posters which advertised the Buying Sex is Not a Sport events described them 

as public forums "on how the male demand for paid sex fuels human trafficking, with a 

focus on the upcoming 2010 Olympics."19 One of the main objectives of the Buying Sex 

is Not a Sport campaign was to bring attention to and problematize male demand for 

commercial sex. This was based on the belief that sex trafficking increases in relation to 

large-scale sporting events due to an influx of male visitors coming to the city to watch 

sports (McLaren, 2009). Presenters made claims that men would be more likely to 

purchase sex when coming to Vancouver, because they would be away from their 

families, and arguably away from social expectations, commitments and responsibilities 

to their communities. Presenters gave examples from previous sporting events where 

reports had emerged about alleged increases in sex trafficking. These included the 2004 

Olympic Games in Athens, Greece, the 2006 World Cup in Germany and the US Super 

Bowls.20

Presenters who were taking part in the public forums claimed that an increase in 

the male demand for paid sex would 'further the exploitation' of women and children, 

expected to be coerced into the sex trade to meet the demand (see also REED website, 

 The examples were given as reasons to be concerned about this issue in 

relation to the 2010 Winter Olympics in Vancouver. The concern called for a need to 

specifically address both international and domestic sex trafficking.   

 
19  REED poster, copy on file. 
20  There have been conflicting reports around the relationship between large-scale sporting 

events and sex trafficking. See GAATW (2011) for an overview of some of these discussions. 
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2012). For example, REED's Executive Director Michelle Miller stated that "Vancouver is 

already a hot spot for trafficking and sex tourism... When you add thousands of visitors 

to the mix, the problem will be exacerbated" (Buhler, 2009, para. 6).21 Presenters argued 

that an increased demand for paid sex would, at least in part, be met by the trafficking of 

women from other parts of Canada and from outside the country. They described human 

trafficking as a large and growing international problem that disproportionately affects 

women and children. A Buying Sex Is Not a Sport postcard – which was made available 

at the community forums – states that "[a]n estimated 21 million women and children are 

trafficked annually, the majority for exploitation in the sex industry."22

These discussions emphasized violence and other harms as the prevalent and 

defining experiences in prostitution. Presenters taking part in the public forums asked 

 By focusing 

discussions about sex trafficking on the male demand for paid sexual services and the 

sex trade in general, presenters formed a link between trafficking and prostitution. In 

discussions, this link connected concerns about sexual exploitation of women and 

children – concerns that are central to the issue of sex trafficking – with discussions 

about the sex trade in general.    

 
21  The Future Group (2007) and Bowen and Shannon (Bowen & Shannon Frontline Consulting, 

2009) both point to the RCMP estimates that about 600 people are trafficked to Canada and 
into the sex trade annually. The Future Group also argues that a number of factors, including 
its location and size, make Vancouver an attractive destination and a transit city for 
traffickers. Bowen and Shannon, however, caution that evidence of trafficking cases is, for 
various reasons, based on anecdotal information rather than formally documented reports 
(Bowen & Shannon Frontline Consulting, 2009). 

22  The number '21 million' can also be found in the 2012 International Labour Organization 
Global Estimate of Forced Labour report. However, in this report 20.9 million is the estimate 
of the total number of forced labourers. The report estimates that 4.5 million (or 22%) of this 
total are sexual exploitation victims, while 14.2 million (68%) are forced labour exploitation 
victims. Of sexual exploitation victims, 98% are female, and 79% of those are adult women. 
Of the total number of forced labour victims, 15.4 million (or 74%) are adults, and 11.4 million 
(or 55%) are female (both adult and under 18) (International Labour Organization, 2012). The 
ILO findings are also cited by the United States Department of State 2012 Trafficking in 
Persons (TIP) Report. The TIP report states that the ILO findings represent "what the U.S. 
Government considers to be covered by the umbrella term 'trafficking in persons'" (US 
Department of State, 2012a, p. 45). The TIP is an annual report which assesses sex 
trafficking internationally and provides a tiered rating of international governments based on 
their respective efforts to combat trafficking (see US Department of State, 2012b for more 
information).  
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that prostitution be addressed in terms of these issues. Trisha Baptie, one of the forum 

presenters, expressed her position in a commentary for a local weekly newspaper. She 

explained it as follows: "[o]ne of the most 'sex-positive' things you can do is make sure 

men cannot buy sex, because the buying of sex is violence against women and is a 

direct deterrent to women's equality" (Baptie, 2009, para. 3). By arguing that there is a 

link between sex trafficking and prostitution, or more specifically between sex trafficking 

and male demand for paid sex, presenters problematized the sex trade in general, and 

male demand for paid sex in particular. Under this view, prostitution was claimed to be 

uniformly harmful, regardless of where and under what conditions it takes place. This 

position was expressed to the public forum audiences through the emotionally charged 

nature of several of the presentations. Some of these presentations included detailed 

and graphic descriptions of violence experienced by women in the sex trade. Different 

speakers further emphasized the difficult nature of the material presented during evening 

events by periodically inviting audiences to take breaks or in other ways do what they 

needed in order to take care of themselves emotionally.  

Presenters claimed that harm in prostitution is perpetrated and experienced as 

physical, sexual, and psychological or emotional violence. Presenters emphasized that 

in the sex trade women are treated as objects and commodities, and are routinely 

subjected to being beaten and raped.23

 
23  Discussions seemed to focus on cisgender women involved in the sex trade. Persons who 

sell sex and identify by other genders were not mentioned in these discussions. Presumably 
all of the sexual and other intimate relationships, both commercial and non-commercial, that 
were discussed were also assumed to be heterosexual.   

 Working in the sex trade, it was said, could also 

leave long term, traumatic effects on women who sell sex. Concern was raised about the 

potential for prostitution to harm relationships between men and women, as well as to 

lead to shame and negative self esteem among women involved in the sex trade. In this 

way, the harm associated with prostitution was highlighted in presentations. In literature 

there are different ways of understanding where the main harm in prostitution originates, 

how it is experienced, and how it should be addressed. The fact that in the public forum 

presentations, this harm was understood to be primarily gender-based and intrinsic to 
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prostitution, meant that the presenters took a very specific position on the sex trade. This 

view represented the ideological position that sees prostitution as inherently harmful, 

particularly to women, and calls for it to be abolished (e.g. Jeffreys, 1997).  

The use of strong imagery – which in this case was provided in narrative form – 

can "increase the intensity and emotional resonance of movement frames" (Halfmann 

and Young, 2010, p. 4). Characterizing prostitution as inherently harmful and violent 

made it difficult to imagine a situation where a person was not in some way forced or 

deceived – or arguably by extension, trafficked – into the sex trade. Presenters 

emphasized the victimhood of persons involved in the sex trade. In several 

presentations the age of entry into prostitution was identified as being 14 years.24

The presenters argued that harm from prostitution was primarily the result of 

gender inequality, which was seen as inherent to prostitution. This is evident in the 

 This 

suggests that an adult's involvement in prostitution is "an extension of the violence that 

most prostituted women experience as children" (AWAN pamphlet, copy on file). It also 

implies that violence in the sex trade is commonly experienced from an early age among 

individuals who sell sex. Several presenters mentioned that the demand for paid sex 

targets both women and children, describing both as problematic. Saying that, on 

average, individuals typically enter into prostitution prior to adulthood links adult 

prostitution with the sexual exploitation of children. While highlighting both adult and 

children's experiences of violence may help to draw attention to issues in the sex trade, 

as well as evoke outrage, failing to differentiate between these experiences suggests 

that both should be imagined and dealt with in the same way. Critics of this perspective 

also point out that the emphasis on 'women and children' also fails to recognize men's 

experiences of being trafficked (Doezema, 2010).  

 
24  It is not possible to know the average age of entry into prostitution in Canada from any one 

study based on a non-probabilistic sample, and no national study with a representative 
sample has been conducted to date (Lowman, 2013). Any cited age of entry into prostitution 
needs to be considered within the context of the research from which it was taken, and the 
sample which it is derived from. 
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following quote, which comes from AWAN's pamphlet made available at the Buying Sex 

is Not a Sport public forum held on November 27, 2009:   

If we truly understood that prostitution is sexualized violence perpetrated 
by men against women, we would be compelled to act decisively to stop 
it. (Lynne, 1998, in AWAN pamphlet, copy on file) 

Similarly, presenters called for the need to recognize that violence experienced by 

women who sell sex is perpetrated by male clients and 'pimps'. In presentations, the sex 

trade was discussed as being grounded in gender inequality, and as simultaneously 

being a way of perpetuating this inequality. Presenters argued that women in prostitution 

are seen and treated as bodies used for the fulfillment of male sexual needs and 

desires, and women's own emotional and other needs come secondary, or do not come 

into consideration at all. This perspective sees the power dynamics in prostitution as 

being based on male privilege and female subordination. The existence of prostitution is 

seen as being driven by men's demand for sexual services, and their ability to obtain 

access to women's and children’s bodies through commercial sex. Public forum 

presenters explained the power dynamics inherent to prostitution primarily in terms of 

gender and heterosexual relationships – or as the commercialized subordination of 

women (Jeffreys, 2009). Others, however, argue that these power dynamics are more 

complex, and that to explain them we need to look beyond 'patriarchy' and 'capitalism' 

(see Truong, 1990).  

The gendered nature of prostitution was said to negatively affect all women, not 

only those involved in the sex trade. Presenters warned that the dynamics of harm, 

assumed to be inherent in commercial sex relationships, could be replicated in non-

commercial heterosexual relationships as well. To Trisha Baptie, "[t]olerating prostitution 

affects everyone, because the inherent inequality in prostitution becomes a reference 

point for sexual and social relations, which are not rooted in equality, fairness, or 

respect" (Baptie, 2009, para. 5). According to this position, prostitution is a way of 

maintaining gender inequality between men and women. Baptie (2009) argued that 

prostitution also contributes to divisions among women, as a result of the oppositional 

views held on the issue. Some look at the sex trade as an issue of personal choice, 

while others view it as inherently harmful. Less commonly, the question is also raised 
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about the need to consider the occasionally conflicting interests of women who work in 

the sex trade versus those who do not. In particular, the latter would include women who 

have non-commercial heterosexual relationships, including involvements with men who 

themselves purchase sex (Truong, 1990; Grant, in Schlanger, 2013).  

Public forum presenters suggested that the gender inequality inherent in 

prostitution is further supported by the state. This included the lack of government action 

in addressing issues faced by women who sell sex. Governments were further criticized 

for financially benefitting from regulation of some aspects of the sex industry. Gender 

inequality was also seen as reflected in prostitution laws and policies, which presenters 

claimed targeted women, while largely ignoring men. Presenters spoke about how, in 

Canada, existing laws have the power to criminalize both women who sell sex and men 

who buy it,25

Presenters also argued that harm in prostitution stems from inequalities based on 

race and ethnicity. In particular, several speakers talked about Aboriginal women in 

Canada, pointing out that they are disproportionately represented in the sex trade. 

Further, Aboriginal women also make up a large proportion of the missing and murdered 

women across Canada, and in particular in Vancouver's Downtown Eastside and the 

'Highway of Tears'.

 while in practice they are used mostly against women. It was pointed out 

that when medical and other regulations are implemented in relation to the sex trade, 

this similarly does not ask male clients to register or undergo medical exams, while it 

does subject women in the sex trade to these requirements.  

26

 
25  Two of the three prostitution-related provisions of Canada's Criminal Code have recently 

been struck down as a result of a Charter challenge in Bedford v. Canada. The Canadian 
government is in the process of appealing a decision made by the Ontario Court of Appeal, 
which followed an earlier ruling by the Ontario Superior Court of Justice.   

 Presenters from AWAN emphasized the need to consider the 

history of colonialism as well as sexual and other abuses experienced by Aboriginal 

women. Presenters spoke about the sex trade as exacerbating existing gender, race and 

class inequalities experienced by Aboriginal women. As will be discussed in the next 

chapter, various research and community work highlight the need to recognize the wider 

26  AWAN pamphlet, copy on file.  
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context of violence, including the history of violence, experienced by Aboriginal women 

in order to better understand their involvement in the sex trade and locate possible 

solutions for their concerns. In the conversations which took place in the public forums, 

the issue of 'domestic trafficking' referred primarily to moving Aboriginal women into 

cities for purposes of exploitation in the sex trade.  

Forum presenters spoke about class inequalities and issues of poverty in relation 

to prostitution. Cherry Smiley, one of the presenters who took part in public forums, 

addresses the concept of 'choice' when putting forth a critique of prostitution being the 

best of limited economic options available to women. She emphasizes her position by 

demanding "[r]eal choices for women and girls" (see Smiley, 2011, para. 8), explaining 

that:  

A choice between unlivable welfare, a job that pays an unlivable wage, 
and the institution of prostitution on stolen native land in a culture that 
tells girls from birth that our bodies are for men's pleasure is no choice. 
(Smiley, 2011, para. 8).   

Presenters who took part in public forums emphasized that prostitution is an inadequate 

option for women who do not receive appropriate social support. In addition, they argued 

that the exploitation of women in the sex industry economically benefits other parties, 

such as 'pimps' and brothel owners.27

 
27  Similar concerns were presented also in a pamphlet by AWAN (copy on file).  

 In the November 27, 2009 forum, a presenter 

drew connections between prostitution and the profitable global sex industry. Here 

trafficking and sex tourism were seen as a form of international expansion of the industry 

that catered to meeting male demand for paid sex (Jeffreys, 2009). Elsewhere, it has 

been noted that some of those who are assumed to be 'trafficked' are migrant sex 

workers looking for better economic opportunities (Doezema, 2010). Those who see 

prostitution itself as exploitative, place a focus on the need to end it (Jeffreys, 2009). 

Others argue that conversations should instead centre on how to improve the safety and 

working conditions of individuals in the sex trade, including those of migrants (e.g. 

O'Connell Davidson, 2006).  
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In addition to raising concerns about sex trafficking, and by extension the sex 

trade, presenters also called for the need to address them. By using sex trafficking 

discourse, discussions in public forums emphasized the fact that issues of violence in 

the sex trade and among trafficked women – in particular violence experienced by 

Aboriginal women, as well as other racialized and/or non-Western women – needed to 

be recognized as serious and immediate. As I argue in the following section, the 

particular ideological position on the sex trade that was put forth through the construction 

of sex trafficking as a social problem was strengthened in the context of the Olympics. 

This was done by encouraging public and government action, by drawing connections 

between sex trafficking and the sex trade, and by raising awareness about the issues 

presented through the formation of a number of alliances.    

4.2. Addressing sex trafficking 

In the process of raising concerns about sex trafficking, participants taking part in 

anti-trafficking initiatives framed their arguments around a single ideological view of 

prostitution. They claimed that prostitution is inherently harmful to women, in particular 

Aboriginal and other racialized and/or non-White women, and that it needs to be 

abolished through adoption of the Nordic legal model. As was mentioned in Chapter 1, 

adopting the Nordic model of prostitution law would criminalize third parties involved in 

prostitution, and buyers of sexual services, but not the sellers.28

 
28  In Canada, the first time that this legal approach to addressing prostitution appeared in a 

federal government document was in the 2007 Standing Committee of the Status of Women 
report, Turning Outrage into Action to Address Trafficking for the Purpose of Sexual 
Exploitation in Canada. This was also the first government report that "conflated prostitution, 
youth sexual exploitation, and human trafficking squarely within a 'violence against women' 
framework" (Lepp, 2010, p. 48). Lowman (2011) notes that witnesses invited to present 
evidence at the hearings that led to the report did not include researchers who questioned 
claims of those seeking prohibition of prostitution.  

 In the context of the 

2010 Winter Olympics, this view of prostitution was arguably effectively communicated, 

gaining public and political attention. Three aspects of the ways in which concerns about 

sex trafficking were raised stand out. First, during public presentations about sex 
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trafficking, audiences were called upon to 'do something' personally and politically about 

the issue. It was expected that their response should be based on the understanding 

that prostitution is harmful. Second, public forum presenters challenged individuals, 

organizations, and groups that disagreed with them. They challenged the notion that a 

woman can, and sometimes does, choose to work in the sex trade. Third, numerous 

alliances formed around the sex trafficking discourse, adopting the view that prostitution 

is harmful and connected to the problem of sex trafficking.   

This second section of the chapter takes a closer look at strategies used to 

construct sex trafficking as a problem in the context of the 2010 Winter Olympics. I 

examine the proposed solutions, consider how other voices on these issues were 

addressed, and discuss the important role that alliances played in raising sex trafficking 

as a concern.  

4.2.1. Calling for public and government response  

Spector and Kitsuse argue that activities around construction of social problems 

often revolve around moral positions. Claims made about an issue communicate that 

some troubling condition should not exist, and that something should be done about it 

(Spector and Kitsuse, 1987). Presenters taking part in the public forums of the Buying 

Sex is Not a Sport campaign asked that individual and government action be taken on 

sex trafficking, and called for prostitution to be abolished in Canada. They focused on 

targeting male demand for paid sex as a necessary step to reducing and ultimately 

getting rid of the need to 'supply' women to the sex industry. Through these arguments, 

presenters claimed that eliminating the demand for paid sexual services and the need 

for prostitution would also eradicate the problem of sex trafficking.   

When they spoke about solutions to sex trafficking, presenters emphasized the 

need for the Canadian government to implement the Nordic law, which would criminalize 

buyers of sexual services and decriminalize the sellers. The ultimate goal of this law is 

the abolition of prostitution and eradication of sex trafficking. In Sweden, where this law 

was first implemented, "prostitution and trafficking in human beings for sexual purposes 

are seen as issues that cannot, and should not, be separated; both are harmful practices 

and intrinsically linked" (Ekberg, 2004, p. 1189). Presenters argued that adopting the 
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Nordic law would deter male clients from wanting to purchase sexual services, but would 

not punish sellers of sex, who were assumed to be female. This reflected the ideological 

position on the sex trade that sees it primarily in gendered terms, with male buyers of 

sexual services as the perpetrators of harm and violence, and female sellers as victims. 

The ability of men to desire and to obtain paid sexual services from women was here 

seen as the crux of the problem. This perspective sees prostitution as standing in the 

way of equality, and respect for human rights of women and children (Ekberg, 2004). By 

criminalizing clients, the Nordic law punishes those who are said to support prostitution 

through the buying of sex. By not tolerating prostitution, a message would be sent that 

women are valued members of society (Baptie, 2009). In other words, implementation of 

this law promises to shift public views on prostitution and on gender.29

Presenters asked community forum audiences to politically and personally get 

involved in addressing sex trafficking. Presenters invited audiences to write to their 

Members of Parliament, or in other ways "advocate for laws to decriminalize the selling 

of sex and criminalize the buying of sex."

  

30

People, and men in particular, could also take personal responsibility and 

address the issue of sex trafficking in their own lives. The Buying Sex Is Not a Sport 

campaign website and postcards, which were made available at public forums, provided 

audiences with several suggestions on what they could do (see REED website, 2012). 

This included further educating oneself about sex trafficking and about how to address it. 

One could find additional information on topics and concerns raised in forum 

 This meant that people coming to hear 

concerns raised about sex trafficking were being asked to take a position on prostitution 

law and support the implementation of the Nordic model in Canada.  

 
29  There have been mixed reports on how successful the 'Nordic law' has been in achieving 

what it aimed to accomplish when it was implemented in Sweden. Some of these issues, 
including those around the methodology used to evaluate the law to date, have been raised 
and are better addressed elsewhere (see for example Agustín, 2010; Anthony, 2010; Dodillet 
and Östergren, 2011). Further, a recent report from Norway suggests there has been an 
increase in violence experienced by women in prostitution since the country's adoption of the 
Nordic law (The Local, 2012).  

30   From a Buying Sex Is Not a Sport postcard, copy on file; see also REED website (2012).  
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presentations on printed materials that were displayed and made available for pick up at 

these events. People could play a role in educating others by starting conversations 

about sex trafficking. They had the opportunity to take part in the Buying Sex Is Not a 

Sport campaign by wearing the campaign T-shirt or by posting its stickers around the 

city. Wearing the T-shirt, for example, could draw attention to the campaign and its 

message, helping to start conversations about sex trafficking in one's community. These 

suggestions invited audiences to become part of anti-trafficking work by accepting 

concerns about sex trafficking raised in public forums and doing something about them.  

Even when they acknowledged other issues, speakers maintained a focus on the 

abolition of prostitution and the ending of male demand for commercial sex throughout 

the public presentations. Some individuals spoke about the need to address other 

challenges that can affect women's lives, as well as the importance of connecting the 

issue of prostitution to a larger historical context. Clearly, legal change also needed to be 

accompanied by other structural shifts. As Trisha Baptie explained in an article published 

in a local newspaper, when Sweden introduced its prostitution law in 1999, it "also 

implemented exiting strategies, adequate welfare, and a huge awareness campaign" 

(Baptie, 2009, para. 15). It was not clear what kind of an impact legal change would 

have without the provision of additional services. In these conversations ending male 

demand for commercial sex and abolition of prostitution remained the focus: the main 

way of understanding both the problem and the solution.  

4.2.2. Prostitution and sex trafficking – establishing the 
relationship  

Despite the diversity of backgrounds of those who took part in raising concerns 

about sex trafficking, a single view of prostitution was put forth, challenging the validity of 

other understandings of the sex trade. Claims made about sex trafficking placed the 

focus on concerns about the sex trade, and closely linked prostitution to sex trafficking. 

Claims that were used to raise sex trafficking as an issue asked audiences to accept the 

ideological position that sees prostitution as inherently harmful. As presenters linked sex 

trafficking and the sex trade in their discussions, it became easy to associate prostitution 

with claims focused on exploitation and violence that are commonly found in the sex 

trafficking discourse.  
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When effective, graphic imagery can be used as a strategy to increase public 

support for one's claims while decreasing support for opposing positions (Halfmann and 

Young, 2010). Putting forth a single view of prostitution undermined other voices – those 

whose ideological positions reflect a different understanding of issues and solutions to 

concerns about the sex trade. Forum presenters criticized those who did not recognize 

prostitution as inherently harmful or who called for other ways of addressing prostitution 

in law. They specifically criticized those who saw prostitution as 'sex work' and advocate 

for the decriminalization and/or legalization of the sex trade31

By dismissing a range of individuals and organizations who did not necessarily 

share the same ideological position on the sex trade as a single 'lobby,' presenters failed 

to recognize the diversity among this group. They also did not examine the 

commonalities between their own concerns and those whose position they criticized, 

such as issues related to lack of adequate economic opportunities for women, housing 

issues, as well as harm and violence experienced by sex sellers. Perhaps these 

similarities are not surprising given that, as Melissa Gira Grant notes, arguments made 

in anti-prostitution initiatives have drawn upon some of the same concerns around 

inequity that sex workers have been pointing to for a long time (Grant, 2012).        

. Presenters referred to 

people in this group as the 'pro-prostitution' or 'pro-pimp' lobby and saw their position as 

supporting the harms and inequalities they saw as inherent to prostitution. Presenters 

stated that legalization or decriminalization of the sex trade would help to expand the sex 

industry as well as to normalize it. Prostitution would come to be seen not only as a 

legitimate form of work but also as an employment option forced onto women. 

Presenting prostitution as an employment option, it was claimed, could allow 

government to relieve itself from its responsibility to provide women with adequate social 

support. Finally, legalization or decriminalization of prostitution was seen as an example 

of society 'settling for less,' rather than demanding 'real' opportunities for women. This 

reflected a position that prostitution is not, and should not be, considered 'real work'.  

 
31  See Lowman (2011) for a discussion of the difference between 'decriminalization' and 

'legalization' of prostitution.  
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Forum presenters not only criticized other perspectives of prostitution, but they 

also challenged the right of those holding such views to speak out on the issue of sex 

trafficking. This meant that there was no room left for those who called for prostitution to 

be recognized differently. Individuals and groups who understood – or were said to 

understand – prostitution as a form of work were challenged on the grounds of their 

presumed gender, race, class, and other privileges. Claims were made that these 

individuals were operating out of self-interest rather than out of concern for women who 

sell sex. Their assumed privilege was seen as preventing them from experiencing and 

recognizing harm in the sex trade, and protecting them any future potential harm 

associated with prostitution. The question emerged of who can, and who has the right to, 

speak about prostitution – particularly about women involved in the street-level sex 

trade, and for Aboriginal and other racialized and/or non-Western women in the sex 

trade. The emphasis placed on individual lived experiences called for the need to 

prioritize culturally-specific ways of knowing and communicating knowledge, particularly 

when it comes to experiences of Aboriginal women (Smiley, 2011), or migrant and 

immigrant women in Canada.   

Discussions that took place in public forums seemed to rely on, maintain, and 

reaffirm a dividing line between the two sides of the prostitution debate.32

 
32  See discussions in Lepp (2010) and Lowman (2011) for the historical context of this division 

with respect to discussions about prostitution and the prostitution law in Canada. 

 In different 

conversations throughout this research, these two sides were referred to as the 

'abolitionist' or 'prohibitionist' side, and the 'pro-prostitution', 'pro-pimp' or 'pro-john' lobby. 

In the public forum presentations, and subsequently in interviews, some individuals drew 

boundaries and distinguished between their own and others' viewpoints, either 

confirming or challenging the validity of different ways in which experiences in the sex 

trade were understood. For example, they based these distinctions on differences 

identified between experiential and community-based knowledge, versus knowledge that 

was coming from academia and other privileged social position – knowledge which was 

assumed to lack personal experience in the sex trade. In adopting the anti-trafficking 
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position, the public presentations challenged the existence of prostitution and 

problematized the perspective of the individuals and organizations who called for its 

decriminalization.  

4.2.3. Raising awareness through alliances  

The effectiveness of the Buying Sex is Not a Sport campaign and related 

initiatives relied on building alliances and networks to raise awareness. The role of 

alliances in claims-making activities is important considering that resources needed to 

raise awareness about an issue are often limited. This lack of resources can place 

organizations that are part of the same social movement in competition with one another 

over resources such as monetary donations, new members and media attention (Best, 

2013). Forming alliances can allow organizations to share resources rather than 

compete over them. Connections formed around the sex trafficking discourse seemed to 

help strengthen the awareness of the problem that was raised. Thus, the role of 

alliances in constructing sex trafficking as a problem was not insignificant.  

The public forums can be seen as a mechanism for generating support and 

building alliances for the anti-trafficking position. Whether or not audiences agreed with 

the presenters' perspectives they could still have walked away from the public forums 

feeling as though they were hearing something that was important, and something that 

needed to be raised as an issue and addressed. The aim of the discussion at the 

beginning of this chapter was to illustrate that the public forums themselves were 

advertised and organized in a way that encouraged different members of the public to 

attend. By inviting audience members to take personal and political action about sex 

trafficking, the hope was to generate more support for the position that was being 

presented.  

The focus on abolition of prostitution and implementation of the Nordic law also 

united the presenters in public forums, many of whom were part of different backgrounds 

and communities. As mentioned above, the Buying Sex Is Not a Sport campaign brought 

together feminists, Aboriginal women activists, academics, faith-based groups and other 

individuals and organizations coming from various ideological positions. These alliances, 

framed around a shared concern over sex trafficking and a common way of 
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understanding the sex trade, helped to strengthen the effectiveness of voices that took 

part in anti-trafficking initiatives related to the Olympics. The members of these alliances 

had the opportunity to rely on one another’s networks as a way of expanding the 

resources they had available, such as audiences and their support base. Expressing 

their concerns using sex trafficking discourse gave participating organizations and 

individuals an opportunity to establish a place for themselves within the larger 

community of anti-trafficking work. At the same time, a diversity of participants coming 

together in support of concerns over sex trafficking gave greater legitimacy to the claims 

that were being presented as part of these initiatives. In other words, alliances showed 

sex trafficking – as it was understood and presented in the forums –  to be an issue of 

concern that had the support of a wide diversity of communities. 

In addition to the alliances formed between the participants who directly took part 

in the Buying Sex is Not a Sport campaign, concerns about sex trafficking were spread 

through networks beyond those of the campaign. The Buying Sex is Not a Sport 

campaign and participating individuals and organizations were connected to other anti-

trafficking initiatives related to the 2010 Olympics. There were at least four different 

initiatives organized in relation to the Games. Aside from Buying Sex is Not a Sport, 

these included work by the More Than Gold (MTG) network of Christian churches and 

ministries, the Salvation Army British Columbia’s The Truth Isn’t Sexy campaign, and the 

Citizens’ Summit on Human Trafficking and the Olympics (Tidd, 2010) .   

In particular, concerns about sex trafficking and the Olympics emerged as an 

important issue within the Christian communities across Canada (see for example, Stirk, 

2009; Newman, 2010; Episcopal Commission for Justice and Peace, 2010; Coggins, 

2010; Tidd, 2010). The communities placed the focus on addressing the “supply of 

children and women who can fall prey to traffickers; and lessening the demand for sex 

with prostitutes” (Stirk, 2009, para. 11). They called for a variety of responses, some of 

which included awareness-raising, education, community action, government 

assistance, services to help women exit prostitution, as well as prayer (see for example, 

Episcopal Commission for Justice and Peace, 2010). This included a Canada-wide 

prayer event, TheCry. About 10,000 people participated in this event which, among other 

things, encouraged participants to pray that the Olympics would not lead to an increase 

in human trafficking (Newman, 2010). While the above initiatives worked independently, 
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they also collaborated with one another, as well as worked with other individuals and 

organizations around the issue of trafficking. For example, MTG and the Salvation Army 

– itself an MTG member – partnered up in order to develop a strategy for "protecting sex 

workers and preventing future sex trafficking" (Peters, 2009, para. 7). MTG also worked 

in collaboration with the Buying Sex is Not a Sport campaign (More Than Gold, 2009b).  

Within these communities collaboration allowed various organizations to utilize 

and share important resources. For example, partnerships with MTG allowed the work of 

anti-trafficking campaigns such as the Salvation Army’s and Buying Sex Is Not a Sport to 

be publicized among the many MTG network members. The Buying Sex Is Not a Sport 

campaign also benefitted from their relationship with MTG by being able to hold at least 

a couple of their events in MTG-affiliated churches. In addition, organizations which 

participated in the Buying Sex Is Not a Sport campaign events had the opportunity to 

present their particular concerns about sex trafficking and the sex trade while taking 

advantage of the extra publicity that the campaign attracted. Alliances helped establish 

avenues which could subsequently be used to raise trafficking as an issue on a wider 

scale than any participating organization or individual could have accomplished on their 

own.  

Collaborations between different individuals and organizations helped to raise 

awareness about sex trafficking as a social problem both publicly and politically, by 

asking different segments of the society for a response. For example, Buying Sex Is Not 

a Sport was a grassroots campaign that focused on individuals taking action, whether in 

their own lives or by appealing to the government. The Citizens’ Summit, on the other 

hand, focused on asking for a government response on the issue of sex trafficking.33

 
33  The fact that these initiatives each had a separate focus was also noted by an interview 

participant who took part in this project.  

 

Collaborating with others and forming alliances helped to establish different avenues 

which could be pursued to raise these concerns and call for very specific actions to be 

taken in response.  
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Within the alliances formed around the issue of sex trafficking and the Olympics, 

faith-based groups had an opportunity to play a particularly important role in raising 

awareness and taking action. Analysis of this role should also acknowledge the potential 

positions of influence that some of the organizations involved in anti-trafficking work 

held, both within and outside of faith-based communities. For example, both the 

Salvation Army and REED – the main organizer of the Buying Sex is Not a Sport 

campaign – were identified as key stakeholders and were asked to participate in a 

Statistics Canada consultation process on how to measure human trafficking (Ogrodnik, 

2010).34

These alliances helped to increase the visibility of the claim that prostitution 

needed to be abolished in order to address sex trafficking. Speakers who took part in 

anti-trafficking campaigns encouraged a diversity of people to do something about the 

 Also, MTG was officially recognized by the International Organizing Committee 

(IOC) for its work related to the Olympic Games. A member of the MTG Board of 

Directors, David Wells, was the coordinator and head of the multi-faith chaplaincy at the 

2010 Winter Olympics, which offered services from five main religions – Christianity, 

Islam, Judaism, Buddhism and Hinduism (Kaye, 2010; Todd, 2010). 'More Than Gold' 

served as the brand name and identity for the network of Christian churches and 

agencies of different denominations which also provided outreach and services before, 

during and after the 2010 Games (More Than Gold, 2009a; Salvationist, 2009a, 2009b). 

Since 1996, the network has been involved with the Olympic Games as a way to provide 

a reliable volunteer base to the Games and visibility for the Christian community at large-

scale sporting events (Kaye, 2010). As such, participating groups and organizations had 

– and used – a strong base of networks through which to raise concerns and interest 

around the issue of sex trafficking and the sex trade.   

 
34  Inclusion of these organizations as consultants on sex trafficking showed government 

recognition of their legitimacy – an important stage that indicates one's social problem as 
officially accepted (Spector and Kitsuse, 1987; Weitzer, 2007). However, given that these 
consultations took place in 2008 – prior to the Olympics – this recognition is clearly not due to 
the claims-making activities related to the Olympics. At least some of the claims-makers who 
took part in the process of constructing sex trafficking as a social problem in the context of 
the Olympics had established themselves as 'stakeholders' well before the Games.     
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issue. Some of the individuals and organizations involved had political and social capital 

– resources which they presumably could mobilize to affect change. However, it is likely 

that not all had direct experiences with sex trafficking or the sex trade. One of the most 

visible of anti-trafficking initiatives, The Salvation Army's the Truth Isn't Sexy campaign, 

attracted strong criticism from sex worker advocacy groups, as well as from a local law 

enforcement agency for portraying "all sex trade workers as human trafficking victims 

who didn’t enter the sex trade by choice” (CTV, 2009, para. 6). Concerns were raised in 

local media that the campaign was causing hysteria (CTV, 2009; CBC News, 2009). 

Vancouver Police Department Inspector John de Haas pointed to the graphic nature of 

images used in the campaign, questioning what else, aside from an emotional reaction, 

they were meant to achieve (CBC, News, 2009).   

4.3. Conclusion  

In this chapter I examined how sex trafficking was constructed as a social 

problem in relation to the 2010 Winter Olympics. I argued that under the concerns about 

sex trafficking a single ideological position on prostitution was put forth – one which 

claimed the sex trade to be inherently harmful and based primarily in gender inequality. 

The public forum presenters called for sex trafficking to be addressed through the 

abolition of prostitution and adoption of the Nordic legal model in Canada. In the claims 

presented as part of these events the other main perspective on prostitution was 

critiqued. Specifically, presenters challenged those who call for prostitution to be 

recognized as 'sex work' and decriminalized. Alliances that formed around the sex 

trafficking discourse helped to strengthen the public and political voice of those who 

asked that claims about sex trafficking be acknowledged and addressed as presented.  

The next chapter examines the impact of Vancouver's hosting of the Olympic 

Games on issues of sex trafficking and the sex trade. As a continuation of the discussion 

presented in this chapter, Chapter 5 considers the impact of the discussions about sex 

trafficking and the Olympics on issues of sex trafficking and the sex trade.  
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5. Sex trafficking and the 2010 Winter Olympics: 
Looking at the impact 

Raising concerns about sex trafficking in relation to a large-scale sporting event 

like the 2010 Olympics asks – even if implicitly – that the impact of the event be 

examined. This chapter looks at the impact of Vancouver's hosting of the 2010 Games 

on issues related to sex trafficking by focusing on two main points. First, I argue that 

constructing sex trafficking as a social problem helped to mobilize organizations around 

this issue, shifting and shaping the ways in which sex trafficking and the sex trade are 

understood and addressed. Second, I suggest that using sex trafficking discourse to 

emphasize concerns about the sex trade asked that the women at the centre of these 

concerns be first defined as victims, and highlighted the need to protect them. This 

understanding leaves little room for recognition of the diversity of women's experiences, 

including in the sex trade. The chapter raises concerns about the long-term impact this 

might have on the ability of other voices and experiences to be considered in 

discussions and decisions related to services, laws and policies around prostitution and 

sex trafficking. The discussion in this chapter is based on key themes coming out of ten 

interviews conducted with Metro Vancouver-based individuals and organizations that 

work around the issues of sex trafficking, migration and the sex trade.  

5.1. What 'impact'? Looking beyond quantitative measures  

[There’s] a lot of speculation about what happens with sex work and 
trafficking and the Olympics, but not a lot of evidence.  
  ("Community member") 

The concern about the relationship between sex trafficking and large-scale 

sporting events is tied to claims that past events have led to increases in sex trafficking. 

Not everyone accepts these claims as valid, or, by extension, that sporting events 

necessarily lead to an increase in sex trafficking (GAATW, 2011). Conversations about 
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sex trafficking and large-scale sporting events are reflective of the larger context of 

trafficking research. As mentioned in Chapter 2, efforts to measure trafficking coexist 

with the recognition that no reliable measures or quantitative data on trafficking exist 

(Doezema, 2010; Savona & Stefanizzi, 2007). The issues with measuring trafficking that 

are commonly discussed in the literature – like problems with obtaining accurate 

measures, and issues with agreeing on the definition of trafficking (Aromaa, 2007; 

Doezema, 2010) – were brought up in this study and discussed by research 

respondents.  

There are several reasons why relying solely on quantitative measures to assess 

the impact of the Olympics on sex trafficking would have been problematic for this 

project. This approach would also not have been the most appropriate way of 

addressing the claims made as part of the process of constructing sex trafficking as a 

social problem. First, several respondents stated they had not directly monitored 

trafficking in terms of 'numbers' during the Games.35

We never look at numbers... But even getting... real numbers... I 
mean, you’ve seen some of the trafficking number estimates, like ‘oh, 
there’s one so there must be 8000 of them’... Again, it’s a criminalized 
population, how do you know... And the more criminalized it is, the 
more it gets driven underground. (Kerry Porth, PACE) 

 For these respondents and their 

organizations, monitoring trafficking quantitatively was neither the focus nor the priority. 

Respondents spoke about the challenges that measuring trafficking presents, they 

questioned the legitimacy of some of the existing estimates of sex trafficking cases, and 

they challenged the understanding of sex trafficking that prioritizes its quantification. 

Some of the respondents spoke about issues with measuring trafficking as follows:   

 

 
35  Respondents who did report having formally examined sex trafficking are Annalee Lepp and 

Shauna Paull, who conducted research that looks at trafficking and the 2010 Olympic Games 
(see also discussion in Lepp, 2010). Further, the RCMP reported that they had monitored the 
online advertisements for sexual services on the website Craigslist. Michelle Miller of REED 
spoke about having monitored online and newspaper advertisements and wishing they had 
done deeper analysis with the information they had gathered.  
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Well [it’s] not really one of our roles... to monitor. And it’s... extremely 
difficult to monitor something when you can’t really put a number to it 
initially, so how to monitor a clandestine crime like this is the 
challenge across the world.  (OCTIP Staff) 

I always knew from the moment the Olympics and trafficking question 
was raised, that it would be impossible to quantify a number. And yet, 
that is the fixation of the media, researchers – everyone wants a 
number.  ("Researcher") 

For these individuals sex trafficking was certainly an issue they were aware of, and one 

they followed in the media and in their work. However, it did not appear that engaging 

with this issue meant being able to first quantify it.   

In one case where data were available, findings appeared to be conflicting.36

Some researchers have called for more uniform definitions of trafficking in order 

to make data comparison easier and more effective (Aromaa, 2007). However, the ways 

in which a definition is interpreted may also vary among individuals and organizations, 

including researchers. Calls for adopting a single definition should also be considered 

within the context of community work on sex trafficking. A need for a clear definition of a 

given concept to be used in research may conflict with an understanding, as several 

respondents pointed out, that “in community work the... legal definition doesn’t matter” 

 Two 

respondents spoke about having monitored sex trafficking by following online 

advertisements for sexual services posted on the website Craigslist – one said there was 

an increase in the online postings, while the other found no such increase. Even without 

the discrepancies it would have been hard to know how these two initiatives each 

understood the relationship between advertising sexual services and to sex trafficking. In 

other words, even when measures of sex trafficking do exist, it is sometimes difficult to 

understand what the data refer to (Doezema, 2010). The discrepancy that may exist 

among research findings could be based on different methods of sampling, data 

collection and analysis, or different definitions of sex trafficking and the sex trade.  

 
36  Conflicting findings were also reported by organizations through media. See for example 

Kloer (2010).  
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(Shauna Paull, personal communication, 2011).37

How a subject is understood may also be influenced by the available funding, 

media, and other attention given to it. This focus can affect what knowledge is produced 

about sex trafficking and the sex trade (Agustín, 2002). Existing concerns over sex 

trafficking created funding opportunities and other possibilities for individuals and 

organizations to address this issue prior to the Olympics. While this may have helped 

focus the attention specifically on sex trafficking, it was more difficult to raise awareness 

about related concerns which were not framed in the same way, and have them be 

recognized as important. As Esther Shannon explained: 

 Different actors involved in any given 

research project are likely to have different ideological positions and priorities when it 

comes to how they approach sex trafficking. These interests are likely to continue 

making it more difficult to establish a 'more uniform' trafficking definition.   

While we said we didn't believe there was going to be any trafficking, 
we still said that certain things could be done and should be done. 
[The media] couldn't make that leap. It was really astonishing to me 
how the constant question, no matter who was talking to them, and I 
was interviewed a couple times, was "Well you said there was no 
trafficking so why [have] you got these recommendations?"... It was 
just... staggeringly clear that they don't get... what goes on for sex 
workers. 

While the availability of funding may create opportunities for organizations when their 

priorities align with those of funders, funders' research interests can also overshadow 

other issues which may arise from the community as more pressing.  

A focus on measuring trafficking needs to be reconsidered by recognizing that 

anti-trafficking campaigns organized prior to the 2010 Olympics did not necessarily claim 

 
37  A similar point was also made in interviews by Michelle Miller from REED, as well as by 

Angela Contreras-Chavez from SWAN in response to my asking what definition of trafficking 
they use. That same question did not seem to be the best way of learning how a definition is 
interpreted or applied in practice. For example, while two respondents may state that they 
both use the Criminal Code or the UN Palermo Protocol definitions of trafficking, their work 
around this issue can sometimes reveal different understandings of what those definitions 
mean and how they are applied in practice.  
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there would be an increase in sex trafficking. This was emphasized in public discussions 

organized as part of the Buying Sex is Not a Sport campaign, during which presenters 

critiqued the 'obsession with numbers'. The public forums instead highlighted the need to 

maintain a focus on trafficking victims and on targeting the demand for commercial sex. 

One respondent explained this subsequently in the interview:  

The very positive thing that I think the anti-trafficking movement, if 
we can call it that, or loose coalition of groups who work on this issue 
nationally and here in BC, they were all extremely careful not to give a 
number. And that was learning the hard way from seeing what 
happened in Germany, where this figure of 40,000 victims would pop 
up... And it’s really why in the end you saw the sort of Citizens 
Summit group emerge with the theme “one is too many”. And that 
was a very focused, deliberate decision that was made to try to get 
away from a debate about numbers to focus on people and the impact 
on their human rights and dignity of being exploited in sex, 
commercial sex. ("Researcher")  

Moving the attention away from quantifying trafficking served to make any subsequent 

discussion about 'numbers' in response to these concerns less relevant.  

Lastly, sex trafficking continued to be raised as a problem regardless of whether 

the Olympics led to an increase in this issue. Many of the respondents described the 

time during the Olympics, one way or another, as 'quiet'. They similarly mentioned that 

they did not hear about sex trafficking cases from their networks and their work partners. 

To date there has yet to be an official report saying that there was an increase in sex 

trafficking in relation to the Olympics.38

A focus placed solely on obtaining quantitative measures might miss the 

opportunity to look at sex trafficking through some of the perspectives and issues raised 

by the research participants. Wanting to show what 'really' happened with respect to sex 

 Still, as will be shown in the concluding chapter 

of this thesis, concerns about sex trafficking continued to be raised after the Games.   

 
38  There were several other projects that were conducted that examine the issue of sex 

trafficking in relation to the 2010 Olympics, e.g. Deering, Chettiar, Chan, Taylor, Montaner & 
Shannon, 2012; Finkel & Matheson, 2013; GAATW, 2011; Lepp, 2013. Not all of these focus 
on measuring sex trafficking. 
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trafficking can fail to consider how that reality comes to be constructed and whose 

interpretations are accepted as valid (Doezema, 2010). The rest of this chapter 

emphasizes the importance of paying attention to the consequences of the processes 

through which a social problem becomes constructed, over the importance of examining 

the problem itself. I look at the impact that Vancouver's hosting of the Olympics had on 

sex trafficking, when examined from the positions of individuals who took part in this 

project. The discussion in the following section draws from the interview data collected 

as part of this study. 

5.2. Mobilization of organizations around sex trafficking  

Regardless of whether or not Vancouver's hosting of the 2010 Olympic Games 

actually led to an increase in sex trafficking, the attention raised around the issue itself  

seemed to have an impact on organizations and individuals whose work relates to sex 

trafficking and the sex trade. Connections made between sex trafficking and prostitution 

through the claims-making activities brought concerns about sex trafficking into 

discussions and work related to the sex trade. Increasing awareness about sex 

trafficking asked organizations to consider that cases of sex trafficking might exist in any 

situation where sex is being sold. This raised the question of how to address such cases 

in response.  

This section argues that the increased attention being paid to sex trafficking as it 

was being raised as a social problem mobilized organizations around this issue. How 

this happened is examined through three main points. First, I suggest that the 

heightened profile of sex trafficking led organizations to participate in creating knowledge 

about this issue, including those that did not necessarily have concerns about it prior to 

the Olympics. Second, the increasing focus on this issue led to organizations needing to 

start addressing sex trafficking in their work. They did so in part by engaging with the sex 

trafficking discourse, or the common understanding of how this problem should be dealt 

with. The prevalent understanding sees sex trafficking as a growing international 

problem that calls for building of partnerships and requires the knowledge of experts. 

The last part of this section argues that attention around sex trafficking highlights the 

need to more closely look at the changing notions of 'experts' and 'expertise'.     
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5.2.1. Educating about sex trafficking   

Discussions about sex trafficking and the 2010 Olympics helped to bring sex 

trafficking as a social problem to public attention. In our phone interview, Michelle Miller 

of REED spoke about the success she felt that her organization’s campaign, Buying Sex 

is Not a Sport, had in getting people to think about men's entitlement to buying sex, and 

the role the campaign played in starting discussions around related issues. She said that 

while public activities organized as part of the campaign received some negative 

responses, they also garnered a lot of support and were welcomed by many. Some 

people commented that the campaign was bringing up issues that others were not 

raising.  

Concerns that were publicly raised about sex trafficking led to requests for more 

information about the issue. Miller pointed out that the Buying Sex Is Not a Sport 

campaign attracted a lot of interest, including invitations for presentations from 

communities wanting more information about trafficking. Miller's organization was not the 

only one to receive requests for additional information about this issue. In interviews, the 

staff of the Office to Combat Trafficking in Persons (OCTIP) and the RCMP explained: 

We certainly got a lot of requests for presentations in the lead up to 
the Olympics... We were very popular; we were very called upon to 
provide information about our office. (Staff, OCTIP) 

[We] met with our partners and... we decided to really ramp up our 
education in regard to our front-line officers who would be dealing with 
the crowds every day and, you know, even the public; and Crime 
Stoppers is involved with us and they have a human trafficking 
campaign as well.  
  (E Division Human Trafficking Awareness Coordinator, RCMP) 

Education about trafficking was provided to various audiences, which included victim 

services workers, non-governmental organizations, law enforcement agents, schools 

and the general public.  

As the awareness about sex trafficking increased among the general public, 

discussions about the issue started to include other organizations as well. A couple of 

organizations spoke about the effects of the public wanting to know more about sex 

trafficking and about getting involved in doing something about it:  
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It's mostly public education that's had a big impact. Because what 
started to happen was people started to ask me questions about 
trafficking...  (Kerry Porth, PACE) 

In other cases, individuals and organizations got involved in related discussions as a 

way of initiating conversations with individuals and groups whose perspectives they 

disagreed with. Best argues that counter-claims are commonly used as a way for groups 

to confront the original claims in struggles over how a social problem will come to be 

understood. Counter-claims tend to reflect another way of understanding the issue and 

come from a different ideological position than the original assertions (Best, 2013). In the 

context of the Olympics, additional initiatives that were undertaken included organizing 

public forums in order to present and make visible other ideological perspectives on the 

issue of sex trafficking and the sex trade:  

... I was involved in work [where we were trying to] get people to 
present evidence-based information around trafficking... and to argue 
against conflating prostitution and trafficking, so what that meant was 
that FIRST did a public forum on sex work and trafficking and... we 
met with the Salvation Army to try and get them to understand sex 
worker concerns...  (Esther Shannon) 

As a result, even those who did not necessarily accept the claims that were being raised 

as concerns prior to the Olympics engaged in one way or another with discussions about 

sex trafficking, or the activities associated with constructing it as a social problem. In 

many cases this also meant that they themselves contributed to creating further 

knowledge about the issue. 

5.2.2. Addressing trafficking in one's work  

 Awareness of sex trafficking expressed among the general public should be 

considered when examining the effectiveness of the anti-trafficking initiatives. Even 

organizations which did not necessarily have specific concerns about the Olympics were 

being asked to speak to how they were addressing the issue in their work. For example, 

in our interview, the OCTIP staff emphasized that their information sessions about 

trafficking were not specifically tied to the Olympics. The office started holding these 

events in 2007, and continued with the activities after the Games (OCTIP, personal 

communication, 2011). One of OCTIP's public presentations was held at an auditorium 
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in Downtown Vancouver’s St. Paul's Hospital in January 2010. The audience consisted 

of about 50 people, many of whom appeared to be health care workers. The 

presentation included information about human trafficking meant to help recognize and 

assist potential victims. As health care providers, audience members were said to be in 

a unique position to intervene in trafficking cases where potential victims could be 

accessing health services. Since the session covered a lot of the basics about human 

trafficking, it was presumably meant as a way of introducing the issue, as well as 

providing information about the OCTIP office. Although the Olympic Games were not 

intended to be the focus of the session, they were still raised as an issue among those 

present in the room when an audience member asked about the Games during the 

question-and-answer period.  

 Increased awareness among the general public about sex trafficking led to 

people inquiring about what was being done about the issue and how they could help: 

[In] those particular presentations leading up to the Olympics, the 
question from people [was] "Are you expecting an increase?" That was 
one question. The other question was, "How are you going to deal with 
the enormous amount of trafficked people during the Olympics?"   
  (Staff, OCTIP)  
 
... I know that one way... all this... debate about sex work, human 
trafficking and the Olympics, one way that this all helped us was that 
we became more... visible to people who wanted to do something 
about it, who wanted to intervene or learn more about it. So we 
benefited by having offers from skillful volunteers, [who] wanted to 
offer their services to the women. (Angela Contreras-Chavez, SWAN) 

While some organizations were raising awareness about sex trafficking, others had not 

placed much focus on this issue in their work. This meant that they had to educate 

themselves before responding to public inquiries about what they were doing to address 

the issue in their work. The emphasis placed on 'something to be done' about sex 

trafficking as a social problem translated to organizations having to respond to claims 

about this issue through their work. Not all respondents reported having had concerns 

about sex trafficking prior to the Olympics. However, related discussions impacted every 

participant’s work in some way.  

The increased attention placed on sex trafficking seemed to raise the concern 

that this issue could be present in any situation where sex is being sold. It follows that 
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any woman in the sex trade could be a potential victim of sex trafficking. As Aboriginal 

and other racialized and/or non-Western women are often at the centre of the sex 

trafficking discourse and worries about sex trafficking, this concern seemed to focus 

particularly on them. In addition, the anticipation surrounding the Olympic Games 

brought with it a lot of uncertainty over the impact that a sporting event of this scale 

would have on the city.39

[It’s] sort of based on this idea that even if there is not a substantial 
increase, that there is an opportunity and a need to provide protection 
to these people... That there is an obligation if you’re going to host a 
party like this, that you ensure that those who are the most vulnerable 
to potentially be exploited by this, that you provide assistance to 
them. ("Researcher")  

 All of the research participants spoke about having had some 

concerns prior to the Olympics, even if they were unrelated to sex trafficking. Given this 

uncertainty, individuals and organizations prepared for the possibility that sex trafficking 

could be a problem even when they did not necessarily have specific concerns about it. 

One respondent expressed the need to address sex trafficking, and spoke about it in 

terms of 'responsibility':   

 For individuals and organizations in the city, looking to address sex trafficking in  

preparation for the Olympics involved educational and monitoring activities which 

brought concerns about this issue into their work:  

I wasn’t really expecting there to be trafficking... I just thought in case 
there is let’s make sure that the agencies are known, and that there’s 
a way of... responding. ("Community member") 

... we've certainly talked to our members and within the context of 
other workshops about the identification of a trafficking victim and that 
we'd like to hear about it if they think that that's going on.   
  (Kerry Porth, PACE) 

 
39  This was not unique to issues related to sex trafficking and the sex trade. Similar concerns 

about what would happen because of the Olympics were expressed by different individuals, 
groups, organizations and communities prior to the Games around various other issues 
(CBC, 2010). These included concerns over the impact of the Games on the availability of 
affordable housing, the city's homeless population, the environment, and citizen rights due to 
the expected increase in security and police surveillance. 



 

81 

[We’ve] also had some dealings with a group of experiential women 
and men who we’ve... provided information to about our office and 
they were looking at the issue, specific issue in the run-up to the 
Olympics about some of... the issues that might arise.  (Staff, OCTIP)  

These activities included knowledge and other resource exchanges between various 

partnered individuals and organizations. For some organizations, including those 

working around issues related to the sex trade, this meant approaching others for 

information and assistance in how to deal with sex trafficking. 

5.2.3. Forming alliances and looking to experts 

All the respondents spoke about the importance of building alliances in their 

work. These alliances can serve as important and necessary ways of addressing the 

lack of resources – such as access to knowledge and available staff – that may 

otherwise be a barrier to the organizations' work. As individuals and organizations turn to 

others in response to claims about sex trafficking, the ways of exchanging and adopting 

knowledge raise questions about the emerging and changing notions of 'expertise'.   

Respondents spoke about contacting others for information and additional 

resources. As discussed in Chapter 4, alliances played a significant role in allowing 

organizations to more widely disseminate concerns about sex trafficking in the context of 

the Olympics. Alliances also played an important role for other organizations wanting to 

develop ways of addressing sex trafficking in their work. For example, collaborations 

with community organizations allowed the OCTIP and the RCMP to rely on their partners 

for services they themselves do not have the capacity to provide. Members of the OCTIP 

staff described this 'coordination of services' approach as follows:  

[We] wanted to... engage community agencies, provincial government 
and federal government partners in working with us, together, so that 
we could call on them if we had a trafficked person that needed 
services. So it wasn’t only to find out what was going on but to 
actually develop a relationship with them, so that we could – and we 
do – call on them, and we specifically wanted them to agree to work 
with the trafficked person because not everybody has the capacity and 
is willing to... but we’ve had a very good, I would say, relationship for 
probably 4 or 5 years now, with some of the service providers and 
others where we’re bringing into the model, our service model...  
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Similarly, the RCMP representative pointed out:  

So when somebody is identified to us as a victim of human trafficking, 
I relate to them in regard to the enforcement portion of human 
trafficking. But if I feel that they have other needs which I can’t 
address, such as psychological, or religious, you know, whatever the 
case may be... If they need housing, a safe place to stay, et cetera, I 
will reach out to our government [and] non-government organizations, 
and try and arrange something for the victim. 

Some respondents mentioned that their organizations would turn, and have turned, to an 

office such as the OCTIP when they come in contact with a potential case of sex 

trafficking. These organizations spoke about different reasons for doing so, including 

their felt lack of knowledge or expertise on this issue, and a lack of resources to provide 

adequate assistance to victims of trafficking. SWAN, for example, also turned to OCTIP 

to help their organization learn about sex trafficking. Kerry Porth at PACE stated that “if 

we did identify a victim of trafficking we would likely call another agency. We simply don’t 

have the expertise, and quite frankly there’s only 3 of us who work here, with a 

membership of over 150”.  

 Taking a collaborative approach is also encouraged by the UN Palermo Protocol 

that calls for human trafficking to be addressed through cooperation. However, this 

requires the existence of centralized bodies that have the capacity and resources to 

properly address trafficking, and to bring information about trafficking cases together in a 

way that can subsequently inform related practices. To some, this coordinated approach 

is a necessary precondition for effectively dealing with trafficking. A respondent pointed 

out:  

You can't measure cases unless you're actively investigating them, 
unless you have an active criminal intelligence program in place [...] 
and unless you have a network of informants that would tell you about 
when and where people are moving victims and who the traffickers 
are.  ("Researcher")  

This approach to addressing sex trafficking gives bodies that have the capacity for such 

coordination an opportunity to emerge into leadership roles. For example, it can help to 

position governmental agencies such as the OCTIP and the RCMP as the 'go-to' bodies 

for coordination of knowledge about trafficking – about what it is and how it should be 
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dealt with. These agencies can play an important role in centrally collecting information 

about sex trafficking cases that their partners come into contact with, as well as in 

disseminating information to their partners about how trafficking should be dealt with.  

Given that there are different ideological positions that underlie ways of 

understanding sex trafficking, it is important to consider how these differences are 

accounted for when knowledge about sex trafficking becomes centralized. In other 

words, how is 'expertise' on sex trafficking created among divergent viewpoints? 

Seeking advice from 'outside experts' on sex trafficking can take place alongside a 

strong emphasis among some organizations on having experiential knowledge provide 

the expertise and inform how they understand and address sex trade issues. As Angela 

Contreras-Chavez at SWAN explained:  

... the idea of SWAN came out of [...] group of women..., all of them 
immigrants from Asia, [who] decided that this was something 
important for them. And some of these women are, or were, 
experiential, which means that they had themselves been sex workers 
or involved in the sex industry. And... we rely on their expertise, and 
their knowledge, and experiences to inform our way of doing our 
outreach services.  

Concerns about a lack of knowledge and resources can make it necessary for 

organizations to turn to others for help when facing potential cases of sex trafficking. At 

the same time, a common assumption seems to be that sex trafficking is too 

overwhelming a problem to be dealt with by 'non-experts':   

You and I don't have the access to these types of places, we can't 
safely or ethically, you know, go and start probing in places where sex 
is being sold to find out who is a child, who is a foreigner under 
duress, who is a Canadian woman who is in there under duress – it's 
not possible to do that without... the authority, legal authority..., and 
the training, and the backup, and so that's why it's really coming on 
the police to do that kind of work. ("Researcher")  

The uncertainty that concerns related to sex trafficking raise, particularly when they 

emphasize the extent and severity of the problem, seems to encourage organizations to 

rely on 'outside experts' for assistance when dealing with potential cases.  

The notions of 'expertise' and 'authority' implicit in discussions around sex 

trafficking need to be looked at more closely. For example, various communities 
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including sex workers’ rights and Aboriginal women activists - have for a long time been 

facing and raising concerns about violence and sexual exploitation experienced both 

within and outside the sex trade. In some, but not all, cases, these have been described 

as situations of 'trafficking'. However, much of the work and the knowledge gained from 

these experiences started prior to the emergence of current concerns about sex 

trafficking. Earlier understandings of this problem seemed to be informed by experiences 

and ideological positions different from those that currently shape the sex trafficking 

discourse. As a couple of respondents explained:   

[Everyone] from the group came from a different location from within 
BC... [from different] communities that were working on sex work 
issues, and so they all had some experience with trafficking victims or 
had been trafficked, according to the definition. And many of us also 
had been part of pretty much removing individuals who wanted to 
leave situations... where they were trafficked, and being held against 
their will... in our neighbourhoods, in our communities. ... I think we 
were maybe the first to even talk about domestic trafficking... 
because... it wasn’t on people’s radar. ("Community member")  

[We] have done some crisis intervention in the past, with people who 
are classified as trafficked and... we’ve done some direct services, but 
generally what we do is ensure, for example, that the person has legal 
representation, housing, those kinds of things... Some of that work 
has now been taken... up by... a more central office, like the OCTIP 
office in Victoria... and much of our crisis intervention sort of pre-
dated the more... established institutions that have been... established 
in the last couple years. (Dr. Annalee Lepp, GAATW Canada) 

Failing to recognize knowledge coming out of communities with members who have 

personally experienced and dealt with situations that are problematized in the sex 

trafficking discourse ignores the individual and collective expertise that already exists. It 

also risks needlessly repeating the work that has already been done, and in some cases 

continues to be performed at the community-level without adequate support (Hunt, 

2010).  

 Perhaps most importantly, knowledge and expertise coming from first-hand 

experiences can point to issues that are important to address – issues that others may 

fail to acknowledge. For example, a study that asked sex workers in the British Columbia 

and Yukon to apply the concept of 'trafficking' to their own lives pointed to the need to 

also examine the role that larger structural and societal factors play in this issue. When 
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asked about the factors that contribute to their being forcibly moved to a new area, 

respondents noted several concerns. They not only spoke about individuals who traffic 

them, but also identified poverty, law enforcement, government interests, as well as 

"social rejection and the lack of places where street level sex work can take place" 

(Bowen, 2006, p. 36). Sarah Hunt's work raises similar points when looking at the 

violence experienced by Aboriginal communities in British Columbia and across Canada, 

particularly that faced by women as well as by girls. Hunt cautions against conflating sex 

trafficking and sexual exploitation, and emphasizes that these issues need to be 

recognized and examined within their larger context. Rather than being treated as a 

'new' problem, they need to be traced "back to the roots of colonial violence and 

structural inequality" perpetrated against Aboriginal peoples (Hunt, 2008, p. 1). While 

within Canadian Aboriginal communities there are different views of prostitution and of 

how it should be dealt with in law (see discussion in Hunt, 2013), various members of 

these communities have similarly called for the need to address violence – within and 

outside of the sex trade – in their historical contexts and various systems of inequality 

and oppression. These include residential schools, foster homes and churches, as well 

as systems of justice and the government itself (Smiley, 2011; see also Hunt, 2008, 

2010, 2011; Yee, 2009; Kingsley & Mark, 2001; AWAN, 2011). When sex trafficking is 

understood as a dangerous issue linked to organized crime, it is difficult to recognize or 

imagine that some of the responses to related concerns have already been – and 

continue to be – undertaken at the community level, or that this is how these concerns 

should be addressed.  

As individuals and organizations come together and turn to others for assistance 

in addressing sex trafficking, their individual ways of understanding and addressing 

issues may clash with others'. It can become a "fine dance" for an organization to assess 

and negotiate the potential harms of others' ideological positions and priorities with their 

clients’ need for resources (Angela Contreras-Chavez, SWAN, personal communication, 

2011). This is how one research participant spoke about negotiating alliances across 

existing differences: 

... [My] experience is, there have been days when I would pick up and 
call someone who doesn’t agree with me about these issues if I 
thought that she might have room in her transition house, and to her 
credit, she did her best to try and find room. So when push came to 
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shove I just called anybody, personally, that’s what I did... some 
people don’t have the ability to walk into what might be a conflict for 
the sake of someone else.... [Somebody] else might just feel that they 
might not be safe there, and that’s a real consideration.   
  (Shauna Paull) 

For some individuals and organizations, looking to form alliances with others has to be 

balanced with ensuring that those who are accessing services are properly respected in 

the process. When it comes to addressing sex trafficking, this can include making sure 

that their potential partners' ideological positions on the sex trade are compatible with 

their organization's perspectives. For some individuals and organizations ensuring that 

the expertise gained through experiential knowledge in the sex trade continues to be 

recognized is an important priority. 

 The need to consider issues that may come up in the process of forming 

partnerships may be particularly important given the present-day context of declining 

funding opportunities. Concerns over the uncertainty and the lack of available funding 

were expressed by several participants in this research, who spoke about the ways in 

which these obstacles limit their work and make it more challenging. Andrea Smith 

emphasizes that decreasing access to resources calls for the crucial need for 

'rearticulation' of alliances, or consideration of new potential allies, which can be used to 

accomplish political or other goals (Smith, 2008).  

 One research participant spoke about the increasing importance of the role that 

faith-based groups play in providing services in the context of decreasing government 

funding:  

And it’s, again, an outcropping of the fact that there has been so much 
dismantling on the part of government for NGO supports, and 
inadequate resources for state-supported secular human rights 
organizing, and organizations and service provisions. Even the 
immigrant, you know, even the settlement services are getting large 
cuts... if we can say that there is a predominance of certain kinds of 
thinking in the enforcement community, certainly we can say that 
about faith-based groups.... Where it gets tricky, though, is where that 
paradigm comes with blinders and limited life experience. And there is 
no question for me that those groups are desiring dignity for those 
women, but if you can’t talk about sex in your church... where could 
she possibly find her way with you?  

... the only people left with resources to do this work are faith-based 
groups that rely on volunteers. We need to have people who are 
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trained in trauma, and who know how to actually respect the rights of 
people to find their way doing that work. (Shauna Paull) 

The increasing presence of religious organizations in social justice, political and other 

activist work points to a need to better understand the nature of their involvement (Smith, 

2008). Certainly, the extent to which the Christian communities took up the concern 

about sex trafficking, as discussed in Chapter 4, highlights the importance of further 

examining the role that they play in claims-making activities related to sex trafficking. 

 It needs to be recognized that the coming together of individuals and groups can 

be used for purposes of progressive political action, or it can lead to the introduction of 

new, oppressive power relations (Smith, 2008). Rather than assuming that some 

collaborations are automatically constructive and others problematic based on the 

underlying ideological positions of their partners, it is important to recognize that 

relationships with others are always being assessed and negotiated by partnering 

individuals and organizations in order to ensure that they remain relevant and beneficial. 

For one research participant, the assessment of potential alliances means ensuring that 

partners are respectful and that they do not cause harm to individuals to whom they are 

supposed to be providing services:  

[One] challenge that we [have experienced] since the beginning is that 
there are very few services for sex workers, for ESL [English-as-a-
second-language] sex workers. And... there is the issue of shame and 
stigma. We have been able to provide support for women and then 
refer them to... agencies where the women will tell us they don’t want 
to go there, because they know that from the moment they become a 
public victim, everybody will know about them. So it’s difficult to bring 
them out and get help outside their workplaces.  
  (Angela Contreras-Chavez, SWAN) 

These negotiations of partnerships were also evident in several respondents' 

discussions about their work with the OCTIP. While some talked about turning to the 

office for assistance, others reported that they instead preferred to contact other partners 

who they felt provided them with similar connections. To some, the OCTIP was seen as 

playing a very important and unique role in addressing trafficking, while others wondered 

about the usefulness of the office. An organization such as the OCTIP, which serves as 

kind of a hub between different organizations, seems to be presented with the task of 

negotiating between various ideological positions, state and NGO interests, all the while 
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having to maintain, and arguably prove, its relevance among its partners, particularly 

different community-level organizations.40

Heightened awareness about sex trafficking prior to the Olympics encouraged 

organizations – including those working around issues related to the sex trade – to join 

an increasingly centralized sphere of related concern and action. This was in part done 

through the formation of partnerships, as well as an increasing reliance on 'formal 

expertise' on sex trafficking. Rather than evaluating these changing connections as 

either 'good' or 'bad', progressive or conservative, it is more useful to recognize these 

relationships as complex, dynamic and ever-changing. Relationships formed between 

different social actors – who may hold very different ideological positions from one 

another – can be opportunities for challenging existing power structures and dynamics, 

as well as potential sites of oppression (Hill Collins, 2000; Smith, 2008). If alliances 

formed around the sex trafficking discourse – which includes a specific understanding of 

the issue and the solutions – are thought of as being similarly dynamic, then we are 

better positioned to assess their aims, and their potential and actual consequences. In 

the following section I argue that putting forth concerns by relying on the sex trafficking 

discourse could in itself lead to very specific, intended and unintended, outcomes.       

  

5.3. Protection of women, prevention of trafficking  

[The] assumption is that a trafficked person is someone who can’t 
think for themselves, they have no capacity for decision-making, and 

 
40  One of the research respondents brought up a similar point about the OCTIP. The complexity 

of the OCTIP's role around trafficking issues was also suggested by the fact that other 
interview respondents expressed both praise and hesitancy towards the office. The fact that 
the OCTIP is consulted by individuals and organizations that take various positions on issues 
related to trafficking and the sex trade separates it from many, if not most, other 
organizations in the city. In relation to this research, the OCTIP staff seemed knowledgeable, 
as well as forthcoming in sharing information about different local and other activities around 
sex trafficking. It is beyond the scope of this research to examine to what extent this diversity 
of knowledge informs the OCTIP's work. Significant funding cuts that the Office experienced 
in 2011 should also raise concerns about the OCTIP's future ability to consider these issues 
and consult with a variety of perspectives.  
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that is taken away from them, you know, there is this assumption that 
they have no... capacity, because they are pure victims.  
  (Dr. Annalee Lepp, GAATW Canada) 

The fact that some organizations highlighted concerns about the sex trade under 

the problem of 'sex trafficking' could in itself have consequences. Relying on the sex 

trafficking discourse to address violence experienced by women in the sex trade – 

particularly Aboriginal women, as well as other racialized and/or non-Western women – 

requires seeing women as primarily victims that need protecting. In the context of the 

Olympics, a single ideological perspective on the sex trade gained recognition through 

the claims-making activities focused on constructing sex trafficking as a social problem. 

The attention that this position attracted raises questions about the ability of other voices 

and experiences in the sex trade to make themselves heard, and to be considered in 

public and political discussions and decision-making.   

5.3.1. Women as victims  

Showing women to be victims of sexual, physical and psychological harm is 

emphasized in the sex trafficking discourse. Emphasis placed on the experienced harm 

is important to claims-making activities around sex trafficking because it helps to 

illustrate the argument that sex trafficking is a serious social problem that needs to be 

addressed (Weitzer, 2007). Jo Doezema, building on the work by Wendy Brown, 

reminds us why viewing women as victims is problematic:  

... identity based on injury cannot let go of that injury without ceasing 
to exist. This paradox results in a politics that seeks protection from 
the state, rather than power and freedom for itself. In seeking 
protection from the same structures that cause injury, this politics 
risks reaffirming, rather than subverting, structures of domination, and 
risks reinscribing injured identity in law and policy through its 
demands for state protection against injury (Doezema, 2010, p. 133).  

Relying on such a 'politics of injury' asks that women – specifically when they are 

involved in the sex trade – be defined first and foremost as victims, and highlights a 

need to protect them (Doezema, 2010). 

 When concerns about women’s vulnerability are emphasized publicly and 

politically, they can have immediate as well as long-term repercussions. Several 
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respondents spoke about some of the consequences of focusing on women’s 

vulnerability and experiences of violence in discussions about sex trafficking. Michelle 

Miller of REED, for example, mentioned that in response to their presentations male 

audience members sometimes expressed an interest in getting involved in anti-

trafficking work by 'rescuing' women from brothels. She mentioned that her work 

discourages men from taking on this 'rescue mentality', describing it as unhelpful. Kerry 

Porth of PACE raised another issue by explaining:  

[When] you continue to talk about... women and children, when you 
lump them together like that, you infantilize adult women. But when 
you continue to talk about them in terms of victimology, and having 
something wrong with them... and [that] they’re vulnerable... you’re 
speaking directly to predators. And they’ve heard that message loud 
and clear. 

Claims that emphasize women's vulnerability and lack of power can contribute to the 

assumption that women are helpless and powerless, particularly in the face of violence. 

It can also obscure ways in which individuals exercise agency and power in their own 

lives. When concerns about sex trafficking focus on women who are racialized and/or 

non-Western, their identities are constructed primarily through assumptions and 

concerns about victimization.  

Seeing women as victims who need to be protected makes it difficult to recognize 

the same women in leadership roles, and as experts and key decision-makers. This 

includes the roles they play in fostering understanding and informing responses around 

issues related to prostitution and sex trafficking. This expertise, especially among 

individuals who have had personal experiences in the sex trade, is already recognized 

and honored by organizations and communities, including in cases where those with 

experiential knowledge take on the role of community organizers and leaders (Doezema, 

2010).  

A focus placed on claiming women to be victims, particularly women who are 

racialized and/or non-Western, is also susceptible to being co-opted by organizations 

and groups with conservative political aims. Observing some of the collaborations that 

form around sex trafficking, many have raised worries about the 'strange bedfellows' – 

alliances made up of feminists, Christian faith-based groups, law enforcement agencies, 
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and conservative governments that come together over shared concerns about sex 

trafficking (O'Connell Davidson, 2003; Sayeed, 2006; Weitzer, 2007; Bernstein, 2010; 

Zimmerman, 2010, 2011). Certainly, within the collaborations that took place in anti-

trafficking campaigns prior to the 2010 Olympics, faith-based groups featured 

prominently. Approaches taken in some anti-trafficking initiatives, such as the above-

mentioned Salvation Army's campaign, were criticized for the strong underlying 

ideological position they took against the sex trade. Several of my respondents raised 

concerns about the claims-making activities such as those by the Salvation Army, as 

well as about the potential impact of collaborations that formed around the issue of sex 

trafficking more generally.  

While collaborations and alliances can offer important benefits to groups and 

individuals, their negative impact should also be considered. Andrea Smith points out 

that collaborations that form around the concerns about sex trafficking are problematic 

because they tend to reinscribe "colonial relationships with indigenous women, Third 

World women and women of color" (Smith, 2008, p. 164). Claims-making activities 

around sex trafficking organized in the context of the 2010 Olympics rested upon and 

advanced an image of women – particularly Aboriginal and other racialized and/or non-

Western women – as vulnerable and lacking in agency (see also Lepp, 2010). As I show 

in the section below, this understanding of women leads to calls for very particular ways 

of addressing the problem that ask for protection, rather than freedom, from structures of 

domination. Interests represented in this approach taken to addressing sex trafficking do 

not necessarily reflect those of sex workers themselves (Doezema, 2010).  

5.3.2. Protecting women  

Relying on the notion of women as victims prioritizes the need for them to be 

protected, particularly by the state (Andrijasevic, 2003; O'Connell Davidson, 2003, 2006; 

Anderson and Andrijasevic, 2008; Doezema, 2010). Arguments made as part of the sex 

trafficking discourse tend to focus on the punishment and criminalization of traffickers 

and male sex buyers, while relying on increased state intervention to do so (O'Connell 

Davidson, 2003; Sharma, 2005). The emphasis on the individual perpetrators as being 

responsible for violence experienced by victims of sex trafficking has been criticized for 

obscuring the more political nature of sex trafficking as an issue (Sayeed, 2006).  
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When protection of those identified as trafficking victims includes implementation 

of legal measures, this can translate into further restrictions on freedoms and choices of 

individuals who sell sex, including their opportunities for migration. As Nandita Sharma 

points out, expressed concerns about sex trafficking can be used to "legitimize 

increasingly regressive state practices of immigration control" (Sharma, 2005, p. 89). 

Supporting such legal measures without considering the larger context of sex trafficking 

can fail to "address how states tie anti-trafficking laws to repressive anti-immigration 

laws that control the labor of Third World women who are not trafficked" (Smith, 2008, p. 

163). Kerry Porth from PACE reflected on this issue as follows:  

... this ultimately is going to go to a bad place. It’s restricting women’s 
autonomy... you don’t have to like the choices that a woman makes 
but you have to respect them, and you have to respect her right to 
make those choices. 

Defined as potential victims of sex trafficking, women can find themselves being 

subjected to increasing control in the name of protection. Defining a situation as one of 

'trafficking' also makes it difficult to talk about any aspect of these situations in terms of 

'choice'. O'Connell Davidson argues that the feminist abolitionist ideological position that 

associates trafficking with 'modern slavery' "has no opposite in the shape of freely 

chosen sex work" (O'Connell Davidson, 2006, p. 17). It is impossible for a 'victim of sex 

trafficking' to claim rights in the sex industry. As a victim, a person can only ask for 

protection – or rescue – from the industry itself (O'Connell Davidson, 2006). This makes 

it difficult, if not impossible, to consider whether there are certain aspects of these 

situations that women would prefer to change, rather than do away with altogether.  

Research that looks at the experiences of migrant women, including those 

working in the sex trade and some who could be defined as having been trafficked, 

shows discrepancies between what women identify as important and what others think 

they need. Research has shown that women point to laws that restrict one's ability to 

migrate, and to enter and remain in destination countries with required documentation as 

posing some of their greatest challenges (Sharma, 2005; Andrijasevic, 2003; 

Sutdhibhasilp, 2002). Restrictions on their ability to migrate force women to turn to more 

dangerous options, making them more vulnerable to exploitation (Sutdhibhasilp, 2002). 

Discrepancies in how women's needs are understood by various parties become even 
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more complicated in situations where there are conflicting interests in how the problem is 

understood and what solutions are proposed for dealing with it. Angela Contreras-

Chavez spoke about the way these issues come up in SWAN's work:  

... we find that the... decision-makers, policy-makers, and... most of 
the... research, academia community are more interested about what 
to do with the issue of legalization of prostitution or what to do with... 
violence against women and... so immediate responses of how the law 
will take care of the situations, but in the more global arena or context 
what we are seeing without necessarily analyzing it, that 
systematically is that there are other things that need to be taken into 
consideration, like the global migrations, legal or illegal or documented 
or undocumented... how the immigration system in Canada... 
promotes that the only way for women, single women, single moms, 
or young women, or any women, racialized women or from global 
South countries, to come to Canada is... by... situations of human 
smuggling or human trafficking, and then... there is very little being 
done to prevent that from happening, to prevent women to being 
vulnerable to... abuse of power by others. 

The concerns expressed over reliance on increasing legal measures for dealing with 

situations included under the 'trafficking' label should be noted when considering that in 

2012 Canada passed an amendment to the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act as 

part of the omnibus crime bill, Bill C-10: Safe Streets and Communities Act. This 

amendment gives immigration officers the authority to “deny issuing work permits to 

applicants who are vulnerable to abuse and exploitation” (Citizenship and Immigration 

Canada, 2011, para.1). Critics have argued that these changes, called upon as a way of 

dealing with issues of exploitation, will disproportionately target women and prevent 

them from entering Canada (Canadian Council for Refugees, Ontario Council of 

Agencies Serving Immigrants, Metro Toronto Chinese and Southeast Asian Legal Clinic 

& Colour of Poverty Campaign, 2012).  

 Framing claims around sex trafficking around a single story of violence 

experienced by women in prostitution, and calling for protection of women from this 

violence, can lead to having this understanding define the experiences of all women who 

are perceived to be at risk of trafficking. This single story can overshadow all other 

experiences. It can also lead to responses that may not be appropriate to situations 

where other issues are identified as more pressing by individuals who may not see 

themselves as 'victims'.  
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5.3.3. What about other stories? 
... I... always accepted and... not just accepted, really always 
endorsed the idea that, the feminist notion, principle, ethic... that 
women who are oppressed have the right to name their oppression 
and organize around their oppression, and that the responsibility of 
feminists in those dynamics, if they're not a member of that group, is 
to decide... whether they can be allies to that group.  
  (Esther Shannon) 

Perhaps most importantly, the impact of Vancouver's hosting of the 2010 

Olympics needs to be considered for the context it provided in which to ask that a single 

understanding of sex trafficking, and by extension of the sex trade, be accepted publicly 

and politically. Spector and Kitsuse remind us that when one group's definition of a 

social problem is adopted, it can force terms and related meanings associated with other 

groups' perspectives into obscurity (Spector and Kitsuse, 1987). What becomes 

accepted as 'the truth' about sex trafficking and the sex trade could affect public visibility 

of other perspectives on these issues. When claims that help establish sex trafficking as 

a social problem are strongly informed by a single perspective – the abolitionist 

ideological position on prostitution – it makes other voices on related topics, including 

migration and the sex trade, more difficult to hear. This includes experiences and 

situations where women are asking not to be treated primarily or solely as victims, where 

they are not asking for protection, or where they see their stories extending beyond their 

experiences of victimhood and violence (Brunovskis & Surtees, 2008). If discussions 

about sex trafficking centre around claims-making and countering those claims with 

'opposite' arguments, perspectives which do not take either of these positions can also 

be left out of the conversations.   

Differences in how sex trafficking is understood are often explained by pointing to 

the two prevalent ideological positions on prostitution – one that sees it as a question of 

choice, and one that understands it as inherently harmful. I had assumed this would also 

reflect in the research participants' perspectives. I expected that respondents' views on 

these issues would be clear and easy to identify and categorize. 

 Instead, throughout this research participants both directly and indirectly 

challenged and evaded my attempts to simplify their perspectives or to understand them 

primarily through a single side of the debate around prostitution and sex trafficking. 
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During interviews, different participants asked me for and offered clarification, and 

corrected the way I posed a question or interpreted something. This often created a 

space in the conversation, and subsequently in my understanding, which replaced 

existing rigid categories and simple explanations. It seemed to dissolve much of the 

need and ability to neatly compartmentalize a respondent's position on sex trafficking or 

the sex trade. While this made for some awkward and confusing moments in the 

interviews, the respondents' insistence on correcting points of discussion was crucial to 

shifting, in significant ways, my views of issues related to sex trafficking and the sex 

trade which had been present at the start of this research.  

Throughout the interviews sex trafficking and the sex trade emerged as complex 

issues. In some cases, these complexities were revealed when participants spoke about 

how they understand issues related to sex trafficking and the sex trade in their work. For 

example, Kerry Porth of PACE addressed some of the attempts by others to simplify her 

organization's position on these issues as follows:  

... PACE is sometimes being accused of being a pro-sex work 
organization and we don't actually take a position either for or against 
prostitution, because the circumstances for sex workers are so 
different, depending on their individual life history and their 
experiences. ... I believe that every person's choices are constrained, 
by their upbringing, their belief system, their experiences, and how 
they process those experiences. [For] someone to truly identify as a 
victim of trafficking, I think the victim has to identify as being 
trafficked. They have to identify as being a victim of exploitation, not 
having choice, being forced or held against their will. And I don't think 
it's up to anybody else to determine who is truly trafficked and who is 
not.  

Complexities were also evident when respondents talked about cases that they might 

come across in their work. As the E Division Human Trafficking Awareness Coordinator 

from the RCMP explained when talking about suspected victims of sex trafficking:  

You know, if she doesn't consider herself a victim of human trafficking 
and she's not willing to speak of that, how do you ever put charges 
together? Because it is such a clandestine offense, as we already 
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spoke. I can't see into somebody's bedroom, or their house, I don't 
know how the trafficker is treating her... [There still] can be [charges], 
certainly. But they wouldn't be human trafficking charges. They'd be 
procurement or living off avails of prostitution or running a bawdy 
house.41

The notion that there is a single way of understanding and addressing sex trafficking  is 

challenged when it comes to dealing with potential and actual trafficking cases. The 

interviews demonstrate how situations of sex trafficking and the sex trade, as well as of 

the work around them, are a lot more complex than is often suggested. 

 

 Respondents who seemed to acknowledge and incorporate complexities within 

their understanding of the sex trade and in potential cases of sex trafficking spoke about 

the importance of placing the focus on a person's own experience of their situation and 

their needs. This was perhaps most directly addressed by respondents who talked about 

their experiences of providing direct services to individuals, including migrant women 

working in the sex trade. Dr. Annalee Lepp of GAATW Canada referred to this as taking 

a 'human rights centered approach':  

[If] you take a human rights approach, or a human rights centred 
approach, the person that you’re accountable [to] is the trafficked 
person... that is the person that you’re ultimately accountable... to. 
You’re not accountable to funders, you’re not accountable to... the 
state, you’re not accountable to... a particular ideological position, 
you’re accountable to that person... and respect for that person, and... 
recognition for where that person is at...  

This process seems to allow for relationships of trust to be built between the 

organization – or maybe more specifically, individual workers – and the persons to whom 

it provides services. These relationships help to create a space within which individual 

 
41  These charges refer to Canada's prostitution law – sections 210, 212 and 213 of the Criminal 

Code. Section 210 of the Criminal Code prohibits keeping of a common bawdy house 
(Criminal Code, 1985a), section 212 prohibits procuring and living on avails of prostitution 
(Criminal Code, 2005b), and section 213 prohibits communicating for purposes of prostitution 
(Criminal Code, 1985b). 
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service recipients can speak about and ask for what they need. This was illustrated by 

SWAN's Angela Contreras-Chavez:  

[There are] all these universal definitions and tools and... legal 
information and all of that, and... for us, what informs our 
understanding is what the women tell us about their needs and their 
own resources, so we rely on their own feedback or communications to 
tell us; perhaps yes they might be... trafficked, but they are not asking 
us... to call the police, to denounce the trafficker. They’re asking for 
things like... it’s about their immigration status, it’s about finding 
another job, it’s about [learning] English... 

When this kind of a process is prioritized over relying on a single established 

understanding of the problem and the solutions, what people say they need may not 

always align with what others may assume they need. This approach seems to instead 

be a slow, committed and long-term process of being present, building trust and 

developing a relationship with the other party over time. This is what taking such an 

approach might look like when applied by an organization in their work:  

[The] first years of SWAN, say from 2002-2005, most of the energies 
were dedicated to [finding] where the massage parlours were located 
and how many women work there, and what languages they speak, or 
spoke, and it helped a lot having women who knew the industry from 
inside out, so it helped having them around, because they could help 
us do the interpretation, language, they helped us [in] becoming more 
aware about when, where... what strategies we needed to develop to, 
to have access to these places without... negatively impacting the 
women. So it was those first years [that were] difficult for us in that 
many of the outreach volunteers experienced aggressive responses 
from the employers [who] didn’t want anyone to help their employees, 
or their women... [It] took years, several years, to develop a... 
relationship with the massage parlours, the owners and the women, 
and also it took time to have strong membership, to have volunteers 
who... [are] committed to [doing] this, not just a month or 3 months 
but for periods longer than that. So it took us a lot of energy... [to] 
establish trust and also to... have them interested in calling us. After 
about say 3, 4 years, SWAN has started receiving phone calls from 
the... owners of these businesses, that they want us to visit the 
women and to bring a nurse or to bring [an] English tutor to help 
them. So we were getting a good... response, in that we were not the 
only ones who obviously were interested [in] helping, that they wanted 
our services. (Angela Contreras-Chavez, SWAN) 

Working in this way, organizations allow for each situation to be treated as unique, 

where the issues and the solutions are assessed and addressed as they emerge. This 
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approach requires "identifying individuals who are willing to listen to the needs and 

experiences of sex workers and who can act as allies and advocates" (Hunt, 2013, p. 

94). It is a position that would be impossible to take if every woman in the sex trade is 

seen as a victim who, above all else, needs to be taken out of prostitution.  

 The process of creating a space for people to define for themselves their own 

situations and ask for what they need also allows for an ever-evolving understanding of 

the problem and assessment of the most appropriate solution for each particular 

situation. In cases where a person expresses a desire to change or to leave a given 

situation – as in sex trafficking cases – this can help ensure that an awareness of and 

sensitivity to victims’ safety and well-being are prioritized and addressed appropriately. A 

couple of respondents touched on this point: 

[You] need to have bodies that are knowledgeable and present and 
able to take action when that window opens... because realization and 
choices about one's life... are part of a process of becoming, right? It 
doesn't have a beginning and [an] end... And if you can provide the 
services for someone to gather herself, and if you can be present as 
she takes on her autonomy again, that's the only thing that really will 
transform our communities... otherwise we're just, you know, doing 
power over... (Shauna Paull) 

... when it becomes personal, when people know one another, people 
know members of their community... you have to be aware when you 
refer a woman to see a settlement service provider... there is a 
potential there for the woman not being comfortable by meeting with 
this person, feeling that she’d rather go see somebody who is from a 
different community than someone from their own communities... it’s 
very hard to find... cultural- and language-appropriate services that 
will not make an issue out of these women being sex workers, and 
being victims of other situations...  

We know for sure that in the Aboriginal communities, the women are 
taking care of their own young women and the elder. Not just because 
of what happened with the missing women, but because [there is] just 
more awareness about exploitation, and vulnerabilities and suicide, 
and all these things happening with Aboriginal youth, so there is a lot 
of that. And communities take care of themselves, and in this case 
we’re talking about women who are new to Canada. They don’t have a 
community that they belong to, and... the communities that they tend 
to, as immigrants, to look for... seek help from, is the immigrant 
settlement services agencies... and many of them, they don’t know 
how to... help without judging or without impacting negatively.   

  (Angela Contreras-Chavez, SWAN) 
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Within this process, being able to provide cultural awareness and sensitivity, along with 

a non-judgmental space within which to talk specifically about issues related to the sex 

trade, seems to be crucial to developing trust in relationships. Speaking about 

Indigenous people in the sex trade, Sarah Hunt points out that "discourses of 

victimization... on the surface... aim to draw attention to marginalization and colonial 

violence but fail to provide a space for Indigenous sex workers to speak for themselves 

and define their own struggle" (Hunt, 2013, p. 89). Hunt emphasizes that listening to 

voices of sex workers and recognizing their agency – respecting individuals' decisions 

rather than making choices on their behalf – is central to addressing their needs. This 

first requires challenging the existing societal stereotypes and assumptions, particularly 

those related to the sex trade (Hunt, 2013).     

The importance of self-definitions and self-determination has been emphasized 

in processes whereby individuals and communities reclaim the power to interpret their 

own realities (see for example, Hill Collins, 2000; Hunt, 2010, 2013). Some research 

participants spoke about the ways in which respecting a person's agency and choices 

underlies – and should underlie –  the basics of providing services to others. This 

includes choices that a person makes around their involvement in the sex trade. Kerry 

Porth of PACE raised this issue as follows: "How can you extend that hand to help... a 

woman who is afraid to identify as a sex worker?" As Shauna Paull explained in the 

quotation provided above, being present for another person in a way that allows them to 

self-define – including to interpret and articulate their own situations, needs and choices 

– then becomes an important aspect of recognizing that person's own power (Hill 

Collins, 2000).  

The ability to self-define can also point to the diversity that exists within any one 

community. It can challenge the assumption that groups, as well as the experiences of 

all who are part of those groups, are homogeneous. This notion should apply to 

individual experiences in the sex trade as well. Some interview participants talked about 

the importance of 'speaking out' and participating in wider conversations around the sex 

trade and sex trafficking. Some of this work may take place as part of, or it can be in 

response to, others' claims-making activities. This process can help groups ensure that 

their experiences are heard and considered in related conversations, particularly those 

that shape how these issues are understood and dealt with. Angela Contreras-Chavez at 
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SWAN pointed out that when her organization does not "have an outreach presence, it 

seems that nobody thinks about the immigrant sex workers or the indoor sex workers." 

Being left out of conversations raises concerns that one's perspective will not be 

considered. These concerns include worries that others will instead speak on one's 

behalf, or will not speak at all, and that the understandings of sex trafficking and the sex 

trade which emerge out of related discussions will not adequately represent one's 

experiences and needs. In some cases the desire to present a unified voice in order to 

reach the political goal of having one's claims accepted as more valid than others' can 

stand in the way of recognizing and accepting diversity. Angela Contreras-Chavez 

explains:  

There is pressure often put on us that we need to make, take a 
position – are we against or in favour of prostitution, and... we prefer 
not to have [an] official position. But that's the thing... some of the 
organizations will work with us only if we disclose where we stand. 

For organizations that take a different focus in their work from the dominant position(s) 

this can be problematic. It can also be detrimental to developing an accurate 

understanding of a social problem which would subsequently inform the most 

appropriate ways of dealing with it.  

 If diversity of experiences is not recognized as valuable, then the knowledge that 

is developed about sex trafficking can be at best partial. If different points of view are not 

sought out or considered, the development of understandings and ways of addressing 

the issue can become centralized in the hands of individuals who are the most 

successful at attracting attention around their definition of a social problem, or who 

possess the resources – the power and means – to have their voice and their claims 

heard. This can include individuals and organizations that are far removed from realities 

of those who would be impacted by the knowledge and actions that are subsequently 

developed and implemented. Several respondents raised related concerns during the 

interviews:  

[The] decision around what stays and what goes happens in... an 
environment that’s very, very far away from the community.  
  (Esther Shannon)  
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[When] you have a top-down conversation like that, that’s responding 
to a sort of international shaming because we did get a Tier 2 rating at 
one point, and if you’re the kind of person who worries about those 
sorts of ratings... then you have this top-down conversation which is 
not connected at all to women’s experiences, and I think that in very 
large measure, and coupled with the attack on migration, and 
migrants, and refugees, and asylum-seekers in general, and the 
increase in border securities that go along with that, I think that the 
conversation is just now completely detached from women’s 
experience. And so therefore the laws and policies are also detached 
from their experience, and they’re really all about posturings of being 
tough on crime and tough on organized crime...   
  (Shauna Paull) 
 
[We] don’t have a way of making strong arguments either way for how 
we should respond. Because a lot of the discussion is... it’s sort of out 
of our hands, we’re not involved... And if we’re not involved as 
community organizations and advocates and some of [us who] have 
been trafficked, if we’re not involved, then we know for sure the 
victims are not involved, so then who is setting the agenda...?   

  ("Community member") 

Individuals who end up being included in discussions about sex trafficking, and by 

extension the sex trade, may have different priorities, commitments, and understandings 

about the issue than those who would be the most impacted by the resulting decisions.  

  The assumption that there is one story of sex trafficking – where victims and 

perpetrators are easily and clearly identified and defined – obscures stories of other 

individuals involved in the sex trade. Without knowing these stories – how individuals 

themselves experience them – it is difficult to know how to best address the related 

concerns. Assuming that every woman involved in the sex trade, particularly racialized 

and/or non-Western, has the same experiences and the same needs, denies women 

autonomy over their own lives. It can also lead to ineffective, if not potentially harmful 

and dangerous, responses.    

5.4. Conclusion 

This chapter has examined the impact of the 2010 Olympics on the issue of sex 

trafficking by focusing on two main points. I first argued that raising concerns about sex 

trafficking as a problem in the context of the Olympics mobilized organizations around 
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related claims. I also considered the impact of using sex trafficking discourse to highlight 

concerns about the sex trade. I suggested that calling for protection of women and 

prevention of trafficking restricts women's freedoms and has a potentially negative 

impact on women's lives, particularly women who are racialized and/or non-Western.  

 One of the main concerns that needs to be addressed is the long-term impact of 

the focus that the discussions about sex trafficking might have on how this issue is 

understood and dealt with. On the one hand, there seemed to be a tendency to move 

towards a more centralized approach to sex trafficking, increasingly led by expert 

knowledge and partnerships formed around this issue. On the other hand, as suggested 

by this research, these processes were navigated and challenged through alliances and 

relationships built between various individuals and groups dealing with this issue in their 

work.  

Interviews revealed different ways of experiencing and understanding sex 

trafficking and the sex trade, and pointed to various forms of 'expertise' that exist around 

these concerns. Organizations that directly work with individuals in the sex trade 

emphasized experiential knowledge as particularly important for informing their practices 

and ensuring that individual needs are appropriately addressed. Different perspectives 

that emerged through this research each provided important and unique insight into the 

issues of sex trafficking and the sex trade. Bringing together these points of view and 

different forms of expertise can help to appropriately address the complex nature of 

some of the related situations:    

... that’s something else that we want to see happening within the nearer 
future – more communication and collaboration between agencies, 
among agencies, and not just being pressed to do something without 
knowing how to do it properly.  
  (Angela Contreras-Chavez, SWAN) 
 
[Sometimes] different forms of expertise or advertisement are needed and 
so... that’s sort of how it works. [Regardless] of what [actor?] is working 
on an issue, or their particular piece on that, I think those networks are 
fairly established, even though, you know, there are ideological 
differences around what human trafficking is. But simultaneously those 
networks are established knowing who is doing what. 
  (Dr. Annalee Lepp, GAATW Canada)  
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When a single ideological position is used to inform the understanding of a social 

problem, it is difficult to recognize the complexities that can exist in real-life situations. In 

cases of sex trafficking and the sex trade, this can stand in the way of arriving at 

solutions which adequately address these complexities.  
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6. Conclusion  

This thesis has looked at the concerns that were raised about sex trafficking prior 

to the 2010 Olympic Games, and has examined the impact of Vancouver's hosting of the 

Games on issues related to sex trafficking and the sex trade. Underlying this project was 

the recognition that there are different ways of understanding sex trafficking. This served 

to problematize from the start of the thesis the single, dominant sex trafficking discourse, 

or the notion that sex trafficking is a straight-forward issue where victims and 

perpetrators are easily identifiable. Using participant observation and semi-structured 

interviews, I explored the main research questions as a two-phase qualitative multi-

method sequential study. I looked at sex trafficking through the social construction of 

social problems theory, while also using the concepts of 'discourse' and 'ideology'. This 

focus allowed me to examine claims-making activities while making connections to the  

ideological positions they are informed by, as well as the political aims of these positions 

and their consequences. The project was conducted with awareness of the importance 

of tangible, 'real life' effects of discussions and processes of knowledge creation related 

to a social problem. Consequences of how something comes to be understood were 

examined from an intersectional feminist perspective, a position which placed a 

particular emphasis on the importance for individuals to be able to define their own 

experiences. 

Chapter 6 starts with a summary and a discussion of the research findings, as 

well as some concluding observations coming out of the project. It ends with a 

discussion of research limitations and the significance of the study. 

6.1. Conclusions 

The findings coming out of this research were organized and discussed in 

Chapters 4 and 5. In Chapter 4 I argued that the 2010 Olympics provided an opportunity 
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and a context in which to construct sex trafficking as a social problem. Public forums 

organized as part of the Buying Sex is Not a Sport anti-trafficking campaign had a 

number of groups and individuals come together presenting claims on the subject of sex 

trafficking in the context of the Olympics. Public discussions suggested sex trafficking to 

be a clear-cut issue. These discussions raised concerns that the sex industry was the 

problem that underlies sex trafficking. Prostitution was identified as being inherently 

harmful to women, particularly Aboriginal and other racialized and/or non-Western 

women. Presenters taking part in these discussions highlighted male demand for 

commercial sex as the main reason for the existence of prostitution, and by extension, of 

sex trafficking. In this way, claims made on the topic of sex trafficking argued that the 

harm in a commercialized sexual exchange is determined and shaped by women's 

inequality with respect to men, and made worse by issues of racial and class 

inequalities.  

Presenters framed their concerns around a shared ideological position that 

prostitution is inherently harmful and that it needs to be abolished to deal with sex 

trafficking. Discussions about sex trafficking that took place prior to the Olympics asked 

that issues of violence in the sex trade and among trafficked women needed to be 

recognized as serious and urgent, and addressed by the public and the government. 

These arguments specifically called for Canada to abolish prostitution by adopting the 

Nordic legal model which criminalizes persons who buy sex but not those who sell it. 

The perspective taken in public presentations represented a single ideological position 

within past and current discussions about how prostitution is understood and how it 

should be dealt with in Canadian law. In the context of the Olympics, this perspective 

was spread through alliances and among organizations and individuals coming together 

and expressing a shared concern about sex trafficking. This viewpoint attempted to 

strengthen its position within conversations about sex trafficking and the sex trade even 

further by challenging the perspective of those who call for a different understanding and 

a different legal approach to prostitution, specifically its decriminalization. The validity of 
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the ideological position of those who see prostitution as 'sex work' was called into 

question in conversations about sex trafficking.   

In Chapter 5 I argued that while available research did not show an increase in 

sex trafficking in the context of the 2010 Olympics,42

The chapter pointed out that using sex trafficking discourse to raise attention 

around the violence experienced by women in the sex trade – particularly Aboriginal as 

well as other racialised and/or non-Western women – calls for these women to first be 

identified as victims who need protection. This leaves little room for other experiences – 

and by extension voices – of women, as well as other individuals, who work in the sex 

trade. Prioritizing 'protection' as the solution to tangible and perceived issues related to 

sex trafficking can also lead to restrictions on women's choices and their mobility. It can 

undermine the willingness to recognize that these individuals have taken and continue to 

take leadership roles in identifying and addressing issues related to sex trafficking and 

the sex trade. This chapter cautioned that using the sex trafficking discourse – with its 

clear-cut understanding of victims and perpetrators – to draw attention to issues in the 

 discussions about this topic 

seemed to have a number of important consequences for organizations that work 

around issues of sex trafficking and the sex trade. I showed that the focus placed on 

'impact' on sex trafficking should include looking at the claims-making activities that took 

place in the context of the Olympics. Activities associated with the construction of sex 

trafficking as a social problem seemed to have a number of important consequences for 

organizations that work around issues of sex trafficking and the sex trade. These 

included changing ways of understanding and addressing sex trafficking and, by 

extension, the sex trade. Concerns that were raised publicly and politically encouraged 

organizations that provide services to individuals in the sex trade to seek out and 

address sex trafficking in their work. This also seemed to make these organizations 

more likely to turn to outside experts for information and assistance in dealing with 

potential trafficking cases.  

 
42  For example, see Deering, Chettiar, Chan, Taylor, Montaner & Shannon, 2012; GAATW, 

2011. 
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sex trade could have negative effects on women's lives. This includes women involved in 

the sex trade, and specifically migrant women and/or women who are racialized and/or 

non-Western.  

Concern and attention raised about sex trafficking calls for implementation of 

more formal, and more stringent interventionist practices, or ways of addressing issues 

associated with these identities. This can include introduction of local, state-level and 

international responses, such as legal, law enforcement and border control strategies. 

Accompanying these strategies is the need for expert knowledge as a necessary way of 

guiding action in addressing sex trafficking. The context of the Olympics helped to 

introduce a particular view of the problem and the solutions associated with the sex 

trafficking discourse more widely, or specifically, more deeply, into functioning of 

organizations, political discussions and the more general public awareness. It 

encouraged the view of racialized and/or non-Western women as suspect of being 

potential victims, and encouraged that they be sought out 'for their own protection'. It 

asked that stories of sex trafficking and the sex trade continue to be revealed and that 

more knowledge is acquired about these issues. When considering that identities 

presented in sex trafficking discourse are strongly defined along gender, racial and class 

lines, then the mechanisms of control called for and implemented to address sex 

trafficking can be expected to be deployed most strongly along those lines as well. Such 

focus on seeking out trafficking cases and stories may then lead to the development of 

identities that are closely tied to their histories of injury, and result in increased regulation 

of people's lives (Doezema, 2010). 

The importance of the Olympic Games as a context for discussions about sex 

trafficking should also be considered within the history of Canadian discussions about 

prostitution and prostitution law in Canada. These conversations – held over the last 

several decades – have repeatedly revolved around questions of what is prostitution, 

where should it take place and what should be done about it (see Lowman, 2011). The 

Olympics provided an important opportunity for individuals and organizations to open 

these issues up for discussion publicly and politically through claims-making activities 

organized around sex trafficking. Those voices that were visible and audible in making 

claims about sex trafficking asked the public and the government to accept the 

connection between sex trafficking and the sex trade. Through the process of 
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constructing sex trafficking as a social problem presenters asked that the ideological 

position that sees prostitution as inherently harmful be accepted over other positions on 

prostitution and to have this understanding inform changes to Canadian prostitution law. 

In other words, in opening up the discussion claims-makers involved in showing sex 

trafficking to be a problem provided the answers to the long-standing questions on the 

sex trade. Using sex trafficking discourse to illustrate the importance of their arguments, 

they claimed that prostitution is violence against women, and that it should be abolished. 

By barely, if at all, distinguishing between prostitution and sex trafficking, presenters left 

little room in future conversations about sex trafficking for those who argue for 

prostitution to be recognized as 'sex work,' or as being anything other than inherently 

harmful.   

That concerns about prostitution were central in the anti-trafficking campaign 

Buying Sex is Not a Sport was openly discussed by participants who took part in public 

forums. This focus is also evident by considering events held after the Olympics that 

focused specifically on raising concerns about the sex trade. One of the events – which 

featured Gunilla Ekberg, who played an important role in the development and 

implementation of the prostitution law in Sweden (Westender, 2011) – filled a 300-seat 

Vancouver Public Library room to capacity. The event was organized by REED as part 

of International Women's Day. It featured some of the same speakers who had taken 

part in anti-trafficking events prior to the Olympics. This event's title, Prostitution and 

Women's Equality: Imagining More for Women, was explicitly focused on prostitution 

rather than sex trafficking. The audience, comprising men and women of various ages, 

was greeted by a speaker who commented that she was glad to see so many people in 

attendance interested in alternatives to normalized prostitution.  

As concern about sex trafficking spread publicly and politically, it helped to 

strengthen the position that sees prostitution as inherently harmful. What emerged out of 

these discussions was stronger attention being placed on sex trafficking – along with its 

underlying view of prostitution – rather than an engagement with all the different 

positions taken in discussions on prostitution and prostitution law in Canada. This asked 

that organizations and individuals engage with the presented concerns either by 

adopting the language of the sex trafficking discourse or by making counter-claims in 

opposition to it. The polarization over sex trafficking and prostitution can add to divisions 
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among activists and their communities. This polarization also has the potential to leave 

out experiences and voices of individuals and organizations which do not fall neatly into 

either definition or understanding of prostitution or do not politically align themselves 

explicitly with any one position.  

The discussion in Canada continues to acknowledge that something needs to be 

done with the issue of prostitution. Several interview participants – coming from various 

sides of the prostitution debate – pointed to the historical lack of attention and concern 

shown by governments and the public to women who are involved in the sex trade, 

and/or migrant women, particularly Aboriginal and other racialized women. The 

emphasis placed on graphic accounts of violence, followed by calls for 'something to be 

done' – as is often the case in discussions about sex trafficking – is a powerful 

persuasive tool that can draw public and government attention to the issue of violence 

and harm experienced by the women in the sex trade, particularly Aboriginal and other 

racialized and/or non-Western women. It demands that historical inaction on the issue of 

violence against women, particularly those in the sex trade, be addressed. However, 

attempts to fast-track how an issue is understood and addressed runs the risk of 

perpetuating the same issues of harm and violence that are raised as concerns in the 

first place.43

 
43  This concern was raised in the Bloc Québécois minority report in response to the Status of 

Women report on human trafficking mentioned earlier. Bloc Québécois did not support the 
Status of Women report, expressing concern over the report's underlying ideological position 
and the perceived attempt to fast-track a solution to questions about Canada's prostitution 
law (see discussion in Lowman, 2011).    

 Concerns over women in the sex trade – when expressed as concerns over 

sex trafficking victims – can, in the name of 'protection', lead to implementation of more 

restrictive policies and laws, as well as a top-down approach to dealing with prostitution. 

When this position asks that women in the sex trade be recognized as victims, it does 

not leave space for those who are not asking to be protected. As was discussed in 

Chapter 5, this risks shutting out communities, including experiential voices, from 

discussions about what women in the sex trade themselves feel and say they need.  
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6.2. Research Limitations 

The project focuses on a specific time period and a specific location. 

Conversations about sex trafficking have been taking place internationally around other 

large-scale sporting events. While there might be some similarities between those 

conversations and the ones discussed in this thesis, it is important to remember that 

Vancouver prior to, during and after the 2010 Olympic Games provided a very specific 

context in which conversations about sex trafficking and the sex trade took place. While 

some aspects of this context are addressed in this thesis, it is beyond the scope of the 

study to meaningfully examine it fully at this time. However, caution should be exercised 

when attempting to generalize from the findings of this project to other locations, time 

periods or other sporting events. On the other hand, taking a comparative approach to 

examining the activities of how sex trafficking becomes constructed as a social problem 

can help make visible the underlying social processes that inform similarities and 

differences among various places (Best, 2013).   

There are likely many other voices aside from those presented in this research 

that would have important arguments to add to the discussion presented in this thesis. 

This includes individuals who were themselves involved in the selling of sexual services 

during the 2010 Olympics. These are also organizations other than those that 

participated in the project. The research also does not include perspectives of individuals 

and organizations who did not respond to or declined the invitation to participate in the 

research. Some of the voices included in this thesis would also likely have points to add 

to this discussion that have arisen subsequent to the interviews. Further, since the 

interviews were being conducted well after the Vancouver 2010 Winter Olympics had 

taken place, there were concerns about research participants' recall bias, or their ability 

to remember what exactly had taken place prior to or during the Games. While it is 

certainly a possibility that asking people to reflect on a past event frames the research 

findings, none of the individuals who took part in the research expressed concerns about 

their ability to recall the time of the Olympics. Had any of the individuals felt that they had 

nothing to share with respect to the Olympics, they would not have agreed to participate 

in the project in the first place.     
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6.3. Research Significance 

This research contributes to the ongoing discussions about sex trafficking and by 

extension the sex trade, specifically in the context of a large-scale sporting event such 

as the Olympic Games. Discussions that addressed the issue of sex trafficking in 

Vancouver prior to the Games looked back to similar conversations that had taken place 

in the past (for example, Bowen & Shannon Frontline Consulting, 2009; The Future 

Group, 2007). Similar inquiries related to sex trafficking have also been undertaken with 

respect to other cities (GAATW, 2011; Hennig, et al., 2006). Future hosts are likely to 

look to Vancouver if sex trafficking continues to be raised as an issue in the context of 

large-scale sporting events.  

This research highlights the role that alliances play in raising and addressing 

social issues. All respondents spoke about the ways in which they work with others. 

Alliances seemed to be of key importance, not only in the role they have played in 

helping to raise concerns about sex trafficking publicly and politically, but also as a way 

of sharing information, resources and experiences around related issues. Andrea Smith 

speaks of the importance of alliances when it comes to meeting political and economic 

goals for purposes of social change. This calls for a rethinking of assumptions about who 

potential partners are, at times leading to some unlikely and unexpected alliances 

(Smith, 2008). Some specific concerns about alliances that form around the issue of sex 

trafficking were noted in this thesis (Bernstein, 2010; Sayeed, 2006; Smith, 2008; 

Weitzer, 2007). However, the potential for alliances to be progressive and/or oppressive 

is not necessarily determined by the ideological positions of individual parties. Their 

consequences are uncertain and can never be fully predicted (Smith, 2008). The 

importance of rethinking some of the potential alliances may become even more 

significant in the context of increasing awareness about sex trafficking, the conflation of 

sex trafficking and the sex trade within these conversations, as well as decreasing 

resources available to various service-providing individuals and organizations. These 

changes may lead to organizations having to think strategically and with awareness of 

how to balance their own and their partners' ideological positions and political interests. 

As the role of alliances continues to increase, it becomes more important to better 
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understand the dynamics that inform them, and to be aware of the aims and intentions of 

their individual members.  

This research argues that looking at how sex trafficking becomes constructed as 

a social problem should be crucial to the overall understanding of this issue. Taking this 

focus allows us to examine some of the processes and power dynamics involved in 

establishing what sex trafficking is and how it should be dealt with. It can help explain 

why sex trafficking continues to be understood as a large and growing problem despite 

the fact that there are no reliable measures of trafficking (Doezema, 2010). Concerns 

about this issue continued to be raised after the 2010 Olympic Games, despite the fact 

that there has been no official report released that would suggest sex trafficking was a 

problem. In March 2011 alone – over a year after the Olympic Games were held in 

Vancouver – several different public events related to sex trafficking were held in Metro 

Vancouver. Continued efforts aimed at raising sex trafficking as a problem did not seem 

to be impacted by the lack of measurable proof that this issue should be of concern.44

The assessment of the impact of the Olympics takes into consideration the space 

that the Games provided in which to publicly pose the questions 'what is prostitution?' 

and 'what should be done about it?'. The claims made about sex trafficking served as a 

way of problematizing the male demand for paid sexual services and prostitution in 

general, by helping to incorporate the sex trafficking discourse into the public and 

political understanding of prostitution. This helped to make a case for the ideological 

position that says prostitution is inherently harmful and should be abolished through the 

 In 

this research I show that how social problem is constructed can in itself affect people's 

lives in significant and tangible ways, regardless of whether or not it can be proven that it 

is a problem.  

 
44  I have also been surprised at the lack of public interest in wanting to know if sex trafficking 

increased because of the Olympics. I have not come across this being raised as a question in 
any notable way in the media or at any of the sex trafficking-related events I attended after 
the Olympics. Yet the issue continued to attract interest long after the Games were held. On 
the other hand, the question of whether or not sex trafficking increased was one of the most 
common responses I received after telling someone about my project.  
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implementation of the Nordic prostitution law in Canada. While the public and politicians 

were encouraged to 'do something' about sex trafficking, this call to action relied on 

seeing women in the sex trade solely as victims, rather than as agents in their own lives. 

This understanding presented sex trafficking as a one-sided and uncontested story. It 

did so by leaving out and challenging other voices which had different ways of 

understanding the problem and the actions needed to address it.  

Lastly – and perhaps most importantly – this research challenges the idea that 

the two main perspectives that are often identified in relation to sex trafficking and the 

sex trade are inherently different, and that they can easily be distinguished from one 

another. While there are disagreements over the legal solutions to the questions around 

prostitution in Canada – as well as some strong positions taken on 'each side' – during 

this research I did not find anyone arguing 'for sex trafficking' or in defense of abusive 

situations and practices. More often than not I heard commonalities among the concerns 

that were expressed, including lack of government response to some of the long-

standing issues in people's lives, including lives of migrant women and/or women who 

sell sex. The assumption that the views on sex trafficking and prostitution can be 

separated into two distinct and mutually exclusive sides was not easy to confirm in 

practice. In the process of this research my attempts to draw clear dividing lines between 

positions and opinions on the issues of prostitution and sex trafficking repeatedly failed. 

These humbling moments of failed attempts also served as opportunities to shift the 

existing assumptions which initially informed aspects of this research. Some of the 

instances that felt the most important in the process of conducting this project were 

those that allowed me to witness other people experiencing what seemed like similar 

moments of having one's assumptions challenged. These included situations in which 

there appeared an unexpected potential to shift some previously-held understanding, or 

an opportunity to recognize another person as a possible ally with similar perspectives. 

In many cases, those moments were barely visible – they took the form of a sentence, a 

pause, a silence or a gesture. While not all of those opportunities were necessarily 

taken, they seemed important enough in the potential they held for someone to choose 

to do or think differently. These instances served as reminders that every moment and 

every interaction holds the power to shift some understanding or action. As such, the full 

consequences of any one interaction can never be completely predicted.  
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The notion that there are two mutually-exclusive sides taken on prostitution and 

sex trafficking can lead to the primary focus being placed on making claims to prove one 

of the sides as valid while undermining the other's position. This tendency can deflect 

attention from addressing the more tangible needs and concerns expressed by 

individuals working in the sex trade (Agustín, 2005). It can also result in voices being left 

out of conversations that do not neatly fall into any single category of experience. These 

can include voices of those who are likely to be the most directly impacted by the 

resulting decisions made through conversations around sex trafficking and prostitution. 

When initiatives that claim to protect individuals are created on the basis of a single 

experience and a single understanding of that experience – regardless of the diversity of 

voices who tell it – they cannot be expected to best serve the needs of 'everyone'. If this 

is the case, such exclusion of voices and experiences raises the need to consider whose 

interests they are serving and whose they are leaving out.  
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Appendix A.  
 
Key Terms 

Sex Trafficking  

In this thesis I understand 'sex trafficking' as a discourse. Taking this perspective 

problematizes from the start the notion that 'sex trafficking' is a monolithic concept. 

There are a number of commonly found elements in the narrative that tends to be used 

to raise concerns about sex trafficking, such as in stories told through mass media and 

in film. These accounts consist of assumptions about 'typical' victims and perpetrators, 

they tend to rely on emotionally charged personal stories of trafficking experiences, and 

they emphasize that 'something needs to be done' about the issue. Commonly available 

reports show 'sex trafficking' to mean "young women and girls being transported and 

forced into prostitution" (Doezema, 2010, p. 1). At the centre of the sex trafficking 

discourse are concerns about women from Asia, Africa, eastern Europe and former 

Soviet countries, and Latin America as being at risk of being trafficked. Discussions 

often include warnings about traffickers coming from women's own communities and 

cultures (see for example Monzini, 2005).  

Presenting sex trafficking as an unambiguous issue obscures the fact that there 

are ongoing disagreements over the definition and the magnitude of the problem 

(Doezema, 2010). While Canadian and international definitions seek to establish a single 

meaning for the concept, there are challenges to applying these definitions to 'real life' 

situations. Ambiguity in the definitions of trafficking, such as lack of international 

agreement over what is meant by 'exploitation' or how abuses are understood (O'Connell 

Davidson, 2006), leaves room for uncertainty over what is being discussed. 'Sex 

trafficking' is a contentious issue in part because of the various interests that are 

involved in discussions about this topic. In these conversations, "different agencies and 

groups identify trafficking as a problem for very different reasons and have very different 

political agendas" (O'Connell Davidson, 2006, p. 7). Disagreements over how sex 

trafficking is understood are said to be closely connected to the ideological perspectives 

taken on prostitution. Battles over the meaning of sex trafficking can also then be seen 

as closely connected to understandings of prostitution. 
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In this thesis I use 'sex trafficking' with recognition that some find the term 

problematic, preferring to instead reconceptualise related situations – including those 

that involve exploitation, abuse, deceit, use of force or threat of force in cases where sex 

is being sold – as processes of 'migration'. Scholars have pointed out that in many cases 

migrants engage in sex work as a means of supporting their travel, which they undertake 

either out of necessity or to seek opportunities (Kempadoo, 1998; Agustín, 2007b). This 

research is organized around the term 'sex trafficking' in order to better understand how 

this issue comes to be constructed as a social problem within a particular context. It is 

the concept of 'sex trafficking' – and the very specific ways of understanding what it is 

and how it should be addressed – that has over the years gained it international 

attention as a global issue.  

Prostitution, Sex Trade and Sex Work 

This thesis distinguishes between 'sex trafficking' and 'prostitution', 'sex trade' or 

'sex work'. 'Prostitution', as used in this research, refers to the exchange of direct-

contact sexual services for money (Harcourt & Donovan, 2005) or other forms of 

payment. This includes both street-based and indoor prostitution such as escorting (Van 

der Meulen, 2009). The term 'sex trade' can be used to refer to other forms of exchange 

of money for sexual services, in addition to prostitution, such as exotic dancing, phone 

sex, erotic massage, and professional dominance and submission (Van der Meulen, 

2009). Not all aspects of the sex trade necessarily involve direct contact between the 

sex seller and the buyer. For the purposes of the discussion in this thesis, 'prostitution' 

and 'sex trade' are used interchangeably to mean exchange of sexual services for 

money or other forms of payment. I use 'sex work' to refer to the specific position which 

acknowledges 'prostitution' as a form of work.  

Individuals may describe their experiences of selling sex in a variety of ways – 

including different working conditions, employment relations, and understandings of 

'choice' as applied to their involvement in the sex trade. This includes individuals who 

would not necessarily think of themselves as sex 'workers', but they would describe their 

experiences differently still from the processes associated with the concept of 'trafficking' 

(Agustín, 2005).    
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Appendix B.   
 
Research Log  
 

Date Time Duration Activity  Location Subject 
Jun 16, 2009 7-9pm 2hr Participant 

Observation 
 

Vancouver Public 
Library, Central 
Branch, Alma Van 
Dusen & Peter Kay 
rooms 

Trafficking 
Facts and 
Fictions: A 
FIRST Public 
Forum 

Nov 4, 2009 12:30-2:30pm 2hr Participant 
Observation 

Simon Fraser 
University, MBC 
Atrium Cafeteria, 
Burnaby  

Buying Sex is 
Not a Sport 

Nov 23, 2009  6:30-9:00pm 2.5hr Participant 
Observation 

Vancouver Public 
Library, Central 
Branch Alma Van 
Dusen & Peter Kay 
rooms 

Sex Workers, 
Clients and the 
Law: A FIRST 
Public Forum 

Nov 27, 2009 7-9pm 2hr Participant 
Observation 

Grandview Cavalry 
Baptist Church, 
Vancouver  

Buying Sex is 
Not a Sport  

Dec 5, 2009 10am-5pm 
(event from 
10am-6pm) 

7hr Participant 
Observation 

Vancouver Public 
Library,  Central 
Branch 

Remember, 
Resist. 20th 
Anniversary 
memorial for 
the Montreal 
Massacre. A 
Day of Action 
on Violence 
Against 
Women 

Jan 13, 2010 12-1pm 1hr Participant 
Observation 

St. Paul's Hospital, 
Hurlburt Auditorium 
– Vancouver 

Understanding 
Human 
Trafficking in 
BC and 
Globally  

Jan 22, 2010 7:30-9pm 
(event from 7-
9pm) 

1.5hr Participant 
Observation 

First Baptist Church, 
969 Burrard Street, 
Vancouver  

Buying Sex is 
Not a Sport 

Feb. 22, 2011 11-11:40am 40min Interview  Office N/A 
Mar. 2, 2011 7pm-9pm 2hr Participant 

Observation  
SFU, 9660 Blusson 
Hall -  Burnaby  

Film  



 

132 

Date Time Duration Activity  Location Subject 
Mar. 10, 2011 10-10:30am 30min Interview  Office  N/A 
Mar. 10, 2011 7pm-9pm 2hr Participant 

observation 
Vancouver Public 
Library, Central 
Branch Vancouver 

Prostitution and 
Women's 
Equality: 
Imagining More 
for Women; 
Presentation 
with Gunilla 
Ekberg 

Mar. 24, 2011 6:30-8:30 2hr Participant 
observation 

Westpointe Church, 
2715 W. 12th 
Avenue, Vancouver 

Screening of 
"Hope for the 
Sold" 

Mar. 28, 2011  7-8:30pm 1.5hr Participant 
observation 

UBC, Vancouver  Panel 
Discussion on 
Prostitution and 
Human 
Trafficking 

Apr. 5, 2011 2-2:55pm 55min Interview  By phone N/A 
Apr. 7, 2011 2-2:38pm 38min Interview By phone  N/A 
Apr. 25, 2011 5-7:15pm 2hr 15min Interview  Home N/A 
Apr. 29, 2011 3:30-4:09pm 39min Interview  By phone  N/A 
May 11, 2011 3:30-6:30pm 3 hr Interview  Office  N/A 
June 28, 2011 01:30-2:40pm 1hr 10min Interview Office  N/A 
July 26, 2011 6:00-7:15pm 1hr 15min Interview Pub  N/A 
Aug. 15, 2011 7:00-9:00pm 2hr Participant 

Observation 
Coastal Church, 
1160 W. Georgia 
Street, Vancouver 

Miss Canada 
2011 Tara 
Teng's Ignite 
the Road to 
Justice kickoff 
event 

Aug. 17, 2011 10am-1pm 
(interview 
2hr26min) 

3hr Interview  Private Residence  N/A 

Nov. 27, 2011 7-9:30pm 2.5hr Participant 
Observation 

Vancouver Public 
Library, Central 
Branch - Alma Van 
Dusen & Peter Kay 
Rooms 

Presentation by 
Laura Agustín 

Jan. 26, 2012 1-2pm 1hr Participant 
Observation  

SFU –Maggie 
Benston Building, 
Atrium 

Sex Trade, 
Social Justice 
& You – 
presentation by 
Jessica Yee 
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Appendix C.   
 
Interview Guide  
1)  Could you tell me about your work/organization/office? 
 
2)  Can you tell me about the people/clients that you/your organization/office work(s) with? 
 
Do you/Does your office/organization work with persons involved in the sex trade? If you/your 
organization do(es) work directly with individuals involved in the sex trade, can you tell me about the 
nature of this work? If not, do you work with other organizations that do so? 
 
3)  How do you/does your organization/office define sex trafficking? What would you say is the biggest 
challenge when it comes to sex trafficking as an issue? 
 
How did you/your organization/office become concerned about issues related to sex trafficking? 
 
4)  Do you work with other governmental or non-governmental organizations/offices or individuals on 
these issues? Can you tell me more about this? 
 
Can you tell me about any outreach activities you/your organization/office may do? If yes, what kind of 
a response have you had about such activities? 
 
5)  Do you/Does your organization/office work with individuals who are trafficked? If yes, can you tell 
me more about this work? What is the process of identifying individuals as trafficked? How do you 
find out about trafficking cases? How do you respond to trafficking cases? 
 
6)  In the time leading up to the Vancouver 2010 Olympic Winter Games, do you recall if you/your 
organization/office had any specific concerns relating to sex trafficking? 
 
7)  In the time leading up to the 2010 Winter Olympics, do you recall if you/your office/organization 
undertook any special activities to address concerns you had in general or relating to sex trafficking in 
particular? 
 
8)  Do you recall if you/your organization/office undertook any special activities to address any 
concerns during the 2010 Winter Olympics, including any which may have been specifically related to 
sex trafficking? 
 
9)  Did you/your organization/office monitor the effects of the 2010 Winter Olympics during the Games 
in any way? Can you tell me more about this? What were your findings? 
 
Did you/your organization/office specifically monitor sex trafficking during the 2010 Winter 
Olympics? If yes, how was this done? What were your findings? If not, why not? 
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10)  How would you summarize the overall impact of Vancouver's hosting of the 2010 Winter Olympics 
on issues and discussions related to sex trafficking? Did this have any impact on your work/the work of 
your organization/office, whether prior to, during or after the Games, as specifically related to sex 
trafficking or otherwise? Can you tell me more about this? 
 
Looking back, would you have changed anything about your/your organization's/office's work in 
anticipation of or during the 2010 Winter Olympics, with respect to sex trafficking or related issues? 
 
11)  How have you/has your organization continued to work around issues related to sex trafficking 
since the Olympics?                  
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